University of New Hampshire

University of New Hampshire Scholars' Repository
Master's Theses and Capstones

Student Scholarship

Spring 2022

Virgin Layers
Lindsey Wente
University of New Hampshire, Durham

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholars.unh.edu/thesis

Recommended Citation
Wente, Lindsey, "Virgin Layers" (2022). Master's Theses and Capstones. 1581.
https://scholars.unh.edu/thesis/1581

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Scholarship at University of New Hampshire
Scholars' Repository. It has been accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses and Capstones by an authorized
administrator of University of New Hampshire Scholars' Repository. For more information, please contact
Scholarly.Communication@unh.edu.

Virgin Layers

By

Lindsey Wente
BA English and Theatre Arts, University of Minnesota, 2011

THESIS

Submitted to the University of New Hampshire
In Partial Fulfillment of
the Requirements for the Degree of

Master of Fine Arts
in
Creative Writing (Creative Nonfiction)

December, 2021

COMMITTEE PAGE

This thesis was examined and approved in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree
of Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing (creative nonfiction) by:

Thesis Director, Jaed Coffin, Associate Professor
(Creative Nonfiction)

Susan Hertz, Associate Professor (Creative Nonfiction)

Melinda White, Senior Lecturer (English)

On December 9th 2021

Approval signatures are on file with the University of New Hampshire Graduate School.

i

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT ………………………………………………………………………………..
CHAPTER

iii
PAGE

PART ONE
PREFACE: CAVE OF DONGS……………………………………………………………

1

ANDY’S TOYS …………………………………………………………………………….

5

SANCTUARY………………………………………………………………………………

16

A PHILOSOPHY FOR 22-YEAR-OLDS………………….……………………………….

28

SEXY HALLOWEEN …………………………..………………………………………….

38

INFECTED ………………………………………………………………………………….

43

PART TWO
COMMANDMENTS ……………………………………………………………………….

53

MEN IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD ……………………………………...………………….

55

DESERTED ………………………………………………………………………………….

60

MEN IN MASKS ……………………………………………………………………………

67

CHURCH …………………………………………………………………………………….

73

ORIGIN STORIES …………………………………………………………………………..

80

PART THREE
FRENCH DADDY …………………………………………………………………………..

86

VIRGIN BODY ……………………………………………………………………………... 103
WEEKEND GIRLFRIEND …………………………………………………………………. 111
VIRGIN MIND ………………………………………………………………………………. 121
A GOOD SLUT ………………………………………………………………………………. 130
THE OTHER SIDE OF VIRGINITY ………………………………………………………… 135
LONELY SUN ……………………………………………………………………………….. 146

ii

ABSTRACT

Virgin Layers is a coming-of-age sex memoir about the polarizing scales of intimacy:
resistance and indulgence that often women growing up in America are taught though religious
and cultural virtue policing.
As a child, Lindsey was abandoned by her father, raised with a Christian abstinence
education, and left with the wreckage of toxic masculinity in her family and community. Set in
Phuket, Thailand, where Western men embrace all aspects of their desires, Lindsey comes to
terms with what it means to be a sexual object in a space where all women are objectified.
Miles away from her Midwestern roots, Lindsey chases her own desires to want and be
wanted. At backpacker hostels, penis caves, and sexist international schools, Lindsey confronts
the power of being a sexual object, inevitable loneliness, the complex duality of her “lost”
virginity, and the marks on her body—real and invisible—carved by men of the past and present.
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PREFACE: CAVE OF DONGS
The beach cave was erect with wood-carved dongs of all sizes. Dongs made of Jasmine.
Dongs inscribed with Thai lettering. A dong wrapped in Louis Vuitton ribbon. Silver dongs. Pink
dongs. Blue dongs. Black dongs. From thin to girthy. Wooden. Plastic. On an altar were mini
wats meant for prayer. The altar was covered in ribbons, gold, bowls of incense. Bottles of water
were left for the parched dong gods. Buddhas lived in the small wats, blessing the dongs around
them.
They were fertility statues. Our guides explained that women of Thailand would carve all
phallic statues, and place them in this cave. They’d pray over the statues. Bow to them in the
hopes that they could conceive a child. We were warned, us white ladies, in scandalous bathing
suits, that if we touched them, we would get pregnant. We lingered around them. Posed for
photos with the dongs. We smiled with our mouths open. We turned around and stuck out our
butts. I posed alone in the cave with my legs crossed and my hands above my head in a prayer
position.
I’d called myself the Dong Queen back in America, and this was my dong kingdom in
Thailand. I prayed to the dong Buddha for prosperous weens in my life.
“Dong Buddha,” I prayed silently to myself. “Please bless me with girthy dongs for my
future, and maybe no pregnancies, at least not yet. Okay, so no pregnancy scares either or
abortions. I don’t want to kill anything, obvi it’s my choice, but I’m worried I would feel guilty
forever. I also pray that the dong is attached to a good person who is cool and knows me, and
gets me, and isn’t afraid of me. Thank you Dong Buddha for all you do for the world. We are
truly blessed. In Jesus language we are supposed to say ‘in your name amen’ but am I supposed
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to do that here? Also am I allowed to ask for things? Anyway, I’m chill with whatever, but those
are my requests. Sorry if I did it wrong. Should I ‘om”? Okay bye.”
And then I bowed forward towards the land mines of dicks, my thumbs pressed to my
forehead, my eyes closed. I did not touch them, but I bowed to them. No babies for me. I took
pills for that.
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ANDY’S TOYS
He didn’t ask if I was ready, he just started. I was used to this kind of treatment. Men
beginning without a whisper of “yes” from me. I was physically there, wasn’t I? Didn’t that
indicate I was ready and wanted it? I was drunk, sweaty, red-faced from sunburn, wearing one of
those colorful rave hats they sold on every tourist street in Thailand, the kind that if drugged
looked like a portal to another planet. I was bare-legged in a black leather skirt—dirty from a
night out. He put his hands on my ankles and rotated my toes outward. He studied the bare space
under the ankle bone, traced the area with his fingers. We made eye contact for a moment, but no
actual permission was exchanged. He looked away took his long stick made of bamboo and
broke through a layer or more of my skin, leaving behind ink under my left ankle bone that
would be there forever.
*
Koh Phi Phi, Thailand was about indulgence, and I was ready to indulge. At the edge of
the island, was an erect phallic rock formation. The guides always said, “see pee pee, that’s how
it gets the name.”
I’d arrived three days earlier. I walked the yellow and red stone alleys lightly hungover
and seasick from a two-hour ferry ride without a place to sleep for the night. I was told this was
the best way to travel, without a plan, but with an idea. My backpack was swollen with party
clothes, makeup, condoms, sensible and unsensible shoes. I was looking for a party to go to, a
mouth to kiss, and something to pour down my throat. Koh Phi Phi would give all three of those
things to me.
The walkways were flooded with people. Locals who ran by with carts of party supplies:
Sangsom whiskey, Chang beer, Leo beer, Singha, Red Bull in tiny orange glass bottles. It was
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rumored that Red Bull was unregulated and contained actual amphetamines. Young westerners
lined the shops passing out bulletins for parties: pool parties, boat parties, beach parties. This was
what westerners came to do: drink, smoke, fuck to escape their lives that were oceans away.
Men walked along the beach without shirts. Women strolled from place to place wearing
bikinis. It was a binary space featuring masculinity in the form of abs and hard lines, femininity
in the form of curves. Koh Phi Phi was never a lonely place, yet most travelers came here alone,
like I did. By the end of the night, after neon party paint drenched our bodies, after buckets of
booze, after dancing in the sand to EDM, people would pair off; holding hands to dark dorm
rooms and go crazy on each other.
I was supposed to be in Thailand to teach. That is what I told my mother and family I was
doing. My family thought I was doing something honorable. Some of them were even convinced
that I was going to share my knowledge of Jesus, a clean respectful mission trip. They wrote me
goodbye letters saying, “God is watching over you. Be a light for HIM” and “Share the good
news of great joy, Linds.” This was a mission trip with an alternative mission, and that was to get
fucked up and fucked. Yes, I was in this culture to avoid living with my parents after graduating
college. Yes, I was there to “find myself” in my early twenties. Yes, I was there to get away from
people in America. I also wanted to push my limits and make mistakes. But truly, the whole and
honest reason, was to find a Dong Prince to share my Dong Kingdom with.
I came upon a beach hostel, Blanco, it looked familiar, like many types of party hostels in
the world. There was a full bar to the left, a Thai and western man stood behind it, slowly sipping
green Chang bottles, hands shaking, coming to consciousness after a wild night. I dreamed
tomorrow that would be me. There was a dance floor covered in paint, illuminated in the night, it
looked like something abandoned in the daytime. It didn’t matter that Blanco made you feel dirty
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when the sun was out, as most patrons slept until this time in cold blackness of their aircon
rooms, on top of creaky hostel bunk beds. The bed being only a plastic mat, the only thing
covering your is a single white sheet, thin enough to make you feel comfortable when blacked
out from shots of Sangsom, and uncomfortable when you wake up with paint all over your legs,
a crusty bloody nose, and the sound of a large German man snoring in the distance. This was
what I wanted.
In a matter of minutes, I found a bed and a friend. Home had followed me here, and her
name was Brigh. She was blonde and from Minnesota. This common homeland made us friends
within five minutes of knowing each other. It was better to have a wing woman to suck down
buckets of Red Bull Vodka and pimp me out to hotties. It didn’t matter if we only knew each
other on the surface.
*
The sun seeped into the earth in front of us. We counted down the hours until the night
was upon us. Brigh and I sat on cushions drinking green beer. We talked about our Minnesotan
homes and upbringings. We bonded over painful Lutheran teachings. I talked about dads, which
was a topic of conversation that brought me closer to being actual friends with people. We had
come closer over our trauma.
On the beach, we met Andy, a sloth-looking man from Australia. Andy was the king of
Phi Phi. He knew everyone and everything about the island. He held a cigarette between his loud
lips. When he talked, we caught every jagged shard of tooth trying to escape his mouth. His
blonde hair flopped over his eyes and cascaded down his neck from months of having to party
nonstop and be too hungover to get a haircut or too drunk to care. I never knew what the top of
his head looked like, as it was always covered with a backwards wide-brimmed hat. He looked
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malnourished, thin arms protruded out of a shell of a white bro-tank, that dripped off him like
Dobby’s house-elf smock. He was beautifully frail, a stick that walked around the island with a
cigarette between his right-hand fingers and a Singha beer pinched between his left pointer and
thumb.
Andy was savvy in that every conversation with him was like talking to your best friend,
when really, he was a cheeky snaggle-toothed salesman, who turned you into commission. He
already sold us a boat party. It wasn’t hard to sell us this, Brigh and I just wanted to drink in
beautiful places.
“You want to see something fucking gnarly, mate?”
We said we did want to see something fucking gnarly. He took out his phone and placed
it in front of our faces. In the first video, the woman had brown curly hair and a British accent.
She sat in a black leather chair, her legs bare, the video focused on her feet, where below one of
her ankle bones, she was getting stick poked. The area around her ankle was red and irritated, but
the black ink left under her skin spelled out something I didn’t recognize. There were nine of
these videos of different women with different hair, different body shapes, the same shape of
feet, sitting drunk in the tattoo chair getting tatted with a bamboo stick. Their feet were covered
in the same four letters, but even though I knew how to speak simple Thai, like numbers and
phrases to order Pad Thai, I didn’t know how to read the language with 44 consonants and 16
vowel symbols.
“What does it say?”
“Andy,” he said.
We put it together.
“It’s like Toy Story mate,” Andy Sloth-man said. “Like Andy’s toys.”
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I wondered how much these women regretted getting those tattoos. When they went back
to their countries that read and spoke a different language, did anyone ask what it meant? If they
did ask, did the women say it meant “Andy” or did they say it meant “Hope” or “Faith” or
“Love?” Did their full-faced families who explored kitchens instead of countries believe them?
“Why?” I asked.
“She just asked me to do it, mate.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, she was a crazy cunt.” Cunt in the friendly Australian way, not the
demeaning States way.
Andy explained it was the best spot for a shitty tattoo, right under the ankle done at the
bottom of the foot, because it would fade and rub off eventually with time. I saw the tattoos
slowly disappearing with the brush of sand, a scrape of the inside of a shoe. In Thailand,
everyone was barefoot. It would be gone in very little time.
*
My first night in Koh Phi Phi, Brigh and I covered our bodies in neon paint, or at least,
we paid a woman 100 Baht to cover our bodies with neon paint. The woman sat with a bucket of
money and paints. People paid her to draw on them. She covered my body in flowers and leaves.
At night, it was even more important for people to see you. In between strobe
illuminations, beneath black light secrets, there was only darkness. We could be seen on the
beach if we were close enough to the rampant music, the DJ lasers that glowed in thin lines
across our chests, the fire performers who were there for your entertainment. They lit a limbo
stick on fire and encouraged travelers to walk under it, back-bending to escape the fire, just
barely. When I walked under, I felt the heat warm my stomach then chest then neck then face.
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Upon completion of my limbo, a woman poured orange booze into my mouth. The alcohol
spilled out the sides onto my cheeks and became acquainted with the sweat dripping down my
face. I went again and again for that free shot that years of dance and yoga prepared me for. Fire
Limbo was my new favorite activity because even though the stick was potentially dangerous,
everyone on the beach gathered around it to watch people contort their bodies into different
shapes. I was so desperate for anyone to see what I could do.
*
Late that night, I’d found a man I called Fedora Man for the night. I didn’t know his real
name, he never told me, but I knew him as the man with the fedora and the Michael Jordan Bulls
jersey.
“I’m going to wash you,” he said to me in a raspy accent once we got to his guesthouse
room.
I thought this was hot, that he wanted to wash me before he had me, but it was more or
less practical. I stood there in his dark guesthouse sand dusted on my feet, neon paint that failed
to glow in this darkness on my arms and legs, sweat dried on my face mixed with eyeliner and
mascara. Sweat wet hair, alcohol residue on my chin, cheeks, ends of my hair. Our backpacker
filth didn’t matter to either of us, but I was glad he thought ahead.
He cleansed me with soap and water, a baptism. He ran his hands covered in soap over
my calves, over my thighs. He washed the neon paint off my arms. He covered my chest with his
circling soapy hands. He watched me rinse. He put his hands on my face, wiping off the mascara
and eyeliner residue. He put my head under the faucet, washing the dirt, sand, and salt from my
hair. Then he kissed me, slowly, with his lips and tongue.
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He had me in his shower, on his balcony, in his bed. He told me what to do and then I did
it. He told me to turn around, so I did without question. He told me to get on top of him and I
followed orders. He told me to swallow him whole and that I couldn’t come up until I was done.
There are a lot of things I do and don’t remember from that night. I remember how dark
and how the room was because the aircon wasn’t working. I remember Fedora Man talking to me
in Swedish. I remember the oval-shaped Swedish condoms. I remember feeling connected, high
on this person, praised by this person. I still craved the warmth of a body I didn’t know. I don’t
remember if we exchanged names and then forgot. I don’t remember if his face was beautiful the
whole time or if it morphed into a snarl when he worked hard to dominate me.
I did leave feeling good about myself. Fedora Man, which was what I named him, was
asleep in his humid bed. I walked the yellow and red narrow streets barefoot, jittery, carrying my
swimsuit in one hand. The night was over on these streets. Metal garage doors covered the
restaurants, bars, massage parlors, tattoo parlors.
On the beach, around two in the morning, the music still soared out of the speakers and
planted itself under my skin. I lied on the beach looking for the stars I couldn’t see. I found my
way to my plastic bed, high up, away from the others, closer to the aircon god. I covered myself
with the comfort of the thin white sheet starting with my sandy feet, my now clean and yet
ruined body. I closed my eyes and drifted away to nothing as my blood danced to the everpresent pulsations of the music.
*
On my second night in Koh Phi Phi, I woke up to the now familiar sound of bass
thumping in the distance outside my hostel bed. It was a stark awakening. Where had I been?
What had I been doing? I retraced my memory in snapshots: pizza covered in ketchup and mayo,
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the end of a boat party where I face planted into the sand. I looked down at my knees in the bed,
still bleeding. Thai sunset in the water, surrounded by Thai cliffsides, on my back, staring at the
colors of passing clouds. Time sped up in my mind when I went from sunset to the beginning of
the boat party. It was much of the same: swimming and beers in Maya Bay, swimming and beers
in a lagoon, swimming and dancing and beers and lifejackets worn as diapers instead of vests.
This was only six hours earlier, and I’d slept for two of them.
I shot up out of bed. I needed to find Fedora Man again. I stumbled out of my top bunk
bed, put makeup on my face, cleaned my bloody knees. I wandered the island looking for him. I
longed to see him again, possibly because every time I fucked someone, I felt like I needed to
marry them, possibly because I just wanted someone to love me in any form, possibly because I
became attached fairly easily to someone’s touch on my body. I wore wild green lipstick because
I knew peacocking was important. I needed to stick out my feathers as far as I could so he could
see me from miles away.
His bright white fedora didn’t show up until the end of the night, but it was finally there,
glowing in the dark.
“Do you remember me?” I asked him, we stood under an orange streetlight as places
around us were closing. His face went from confused to shocked to pleasantly surprised.
“You’re the girl!” His voice was raspy as I’d remembered and heavily accented.
“Yes, I’m the girl!”
“To be honest,” he said, “You’re much more beautiful tonight than I remember.” I tried
to take this as a compliment.
We didn’t know each other’s names only each other’s faces and bodies.
“I’m Edvin.”
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“Lindsey.”
Edvin was from Sweden, but his parents moved there from Iran before he was born. I told
him I was from the US, but he thought I was British the night before and in that moment on the
empty street under the yellow lamp.
He exclaimed like an animal in heat, “No way!”
He explained he was just passing through Thailand. I would come to learn that most
Europeans would just pass through Thailand, prod through Thailand, come inside Thailand.
I told Edvin I was here for a year, maybe longer, as a teacher. I didn’t say whether or not
I was running from something, neither did he, but that silence carried a weight as heavy as the
constant moisture in the air. We took it in with every breath, let it drop down our faces.
He lost his mind again about the whole me being a teacher thing. He paced up and down
the small stretch, disappearing into the dark beyond the golden light, and then reappearing with
the same excitement. I had the power then, he’d given his away by showing his interest in his
movements, inflection, and the fact that he was still there talking to me.
I whispered in his ear, “and sometimes, I put on skirts and glasses and punish students
when they do bad things.”
He did one more lap of celebration then and dragged me to his guesthouse, thought I
walked soberly, willingly, the whole time.
Our horizontal bodies performed accustomed rituals. Rituals together and separated.
Though, this time he didn’t speak to me in Swedish but in English. This time, these rituals were
not seen through a fuzzy lens, but each curve of our bodies had lines of definition. Mouths would
be less forgotten. Fingerprints on my skin would be harder for my mind to erase. We didn’t roll
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over and roll over and roll over unaware this time. Our object permanent bodies, aware, willingly
sharing the same space.
We came upon the part of the ritual where Edvin begged to forgo the condom.
“I would like you to,” I said.
“I will perform better without it,” he said. My face was less convinced.
“Please,” he said, “I want to be the best for you.”
I had already arrived. I did all the hard work to get there. I walked the yellow and red
bricks. I walked up his stairs. Even though I wanted to safe, I didn’t know how to say no. No one
had ever taught me. This was the part of the ritual where I, despite me better judgement, and
multiple promises to myself, said yes. Agreed because I was soft and was never taught healthy
romantic or sexual boundaries.
Our bodies continued, no safety barrier between them, no emotional barrier between
them. The safety and emotional barrier being very much the same thing, one tiny latex thing.
This felt all too familiar to me. Even though in the moment, in that guest house bedroom, I felt
that joy, that euphoria, that accomplishment I often felt when a man gave me enough affection,
physical or otherwise, I also deep down in the colder darker parts of my brain, felt the regret start
creeping in. Felt the more subtle abuse of my body and my kindness. I felt him come awfully
close to my sensitivity.
The next morning, the marks on my body faded under my skin. We promised to see each
other again in Phuket, high off our ignored restraint. I walked again, barefoot on the red and
yellow brick street, still feeling Edvin on my skin.
*
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My third and final night in Koh Phi Phi, I ended up in the tattoo chair. My vision blurred;
my words jumbled together. I closed my eyes and opened them again slowly. Music pulsed in the
distance. My hands held a bucket of passion fruit and vodka. The tattoo shop was empty apart
from the Thai tattoo artist, Pang, and Andy. They looked down on me, watching the sweat drip
off my body.
“You gonna get yours?” Andy asked me.
“I don’t know.”
I agreed to get “Andy Tattoos” at the end of a pool party earlier that evening. My friends
Brigh and Sara thought it was a good idea. Brigh would get it on the side of her torso and Sara
would get it on her vagina. Our hair slicked wet down our shoulders in the pool as we laughed
manically about this bad/good idea.
Back in the shop, Andy said, “If you get it on the bottom of your foot, it’ll rub off
eventually.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah,” he said. “No one will see it.”
“I don’t know.”
“Come on,” he said, “don’t be a cunt.”
Australian, he meant that both in a friendly sense like “let’s go, friend, it’ll be great.” But
in a vague insidious way, he could’ve meant it as, “Don’t be a bitch.”
“Is it gonna hurt?”
My skin was decorated in occasional scars, signature moles clustered on my left shoulder.
It was not decorated with ink. I always thought I’d get a cheesy Deathly Hallows symbol or a
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hummingbird on my forearm, but tattoos in the U.S. were expensive and I was too afraid of the
pain.
“Only a little,” he said, “Bamboo needles hurt less.”
I believed him, first that the bamboo needle would hurt less. Second, that the tattoo under
my ankle would rub off eventually, whatever eventually meant.
I sat in the leather chair, while they got the needle ready. The bamboo tattooing device
was about a foot long, maybe longer, and thin with a sharp needle on the end. The ink, I believe,
flowed through the thin stick and into the layer of skin when poked. While a gun buzzed and dug
into skin, this was more like getting stung by one bee over and over, one dot at a time.
I preferred countdowns with needles, but this was not a booster shot, this was a stick and
poke tattoo on an island in Thailand. They began before I knew they began. Punching the dots of
ink into my skin in perfect jabbed rhythm. The dots formed the first line, the first Thai letter that
was supposed to make the “ahh” sound. I gripped the arm rests of the chair.
“Relax” Andy said.
I couldn’t but I tried. I took long breaths. Eventually, the passionfruit bucket kicked in
with violent acid reflux. I couldn’t finish it. I was at the point where even though I’d been
drinking all day and was clearly gone, everything was oddly clear. A little more or a little less I
could fade back into the fuzziness, but I couldn’t take one more sip. I would have to wait.
By the time they got the last letter that would make the “eee” sound, Andy came in to
finish it off. Pang guided Andy. I was used to the pain by then. This wasn’t the first time I’d let a
stranger put his mark on me, but all the ones before this were more subtle. My body kept a list of
lips printed on my mouth. There were marks that lasted longer than others. Red handprints
behind me when we were finished. Bruises on my neck and chest from biting, from suction, as if
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they were trying to consume me. Trying to eat my skin, my muscle, heart, lungs. But after long
hours in darkness, they would grow full and tired giving up beside me, and I was happy to keep
my body for another day.
Though this was the most quantifiable painful experience of a man putting his mark on
my body, it would leave behind the smallest footprint. Andy finished the tattoo with a little
flourish. And then it was all over. I told Andy “Thank you,” and walked back to my bed.
That night, after the pain, I wandered the beach as electric music danced on the pores of
my skin. I looked for people I knew—or anyone—to dance with me, but all the people I came
across on the beach were new strangers that would be residents for days or weeks and then
disappear. The lasers floated on the night sand. I grew tired, unwilling to make new friends, and
wandered back to my bed. My feet smushing into the sand. The sand already rubbing on the
inside of my left foot, erasing the mark of a man.
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SANCTUARY
When I was fourteen years old, the pastor of my church, Pastor Andy, encouraged my
confirmation class to sign a document declaring ourselves chaste for Christ. It wasn’t just an
encouragement it was more of a stern order. We all knew if we didn’t sign it, Pastor Andy would
think less of us, and God would think less of us.
“Everybody listen,” Pastor Andy said, “I don’t want you to come up here and sign this
just because. Don’t do it because you think this is what your parents want you to do. Don’t do it
because you think it’s what I want you to do. Do it because it is something you want to do. This
is a contract. A real binding contract between you and God. If it gets broken, it is a sin. Not only
a sin, but a promise you broke with God. I want you to sit here in silence with your eyes closed,
and I want you to contemplate the weight of this. What it means to sign this and what it means if
you break this promise.”
I’d decided to sign the contract before I even walked in the church doors.
*
Growing up in southern Minnesota, I was taught complete and diligent resistance, and I
was ready to resist. My mother taught me this through keeping a scale in the bathroom, trying
different diets: South Beach, Weight Watchers, Atkins to trim her body that was a Sanctuary for
Christ. She taught me resistance through prayer at the end of each night, through high necklines
and long skirts, through 8 AM church services.
In my culture, it was common to sit stale and half asleep while listening to a sermon
amongst heads of grayed cauliflower people. It all smelled old to me. Like a used tissue in the
pocket of a pair of Christopher and Banks slacks. When I was a child, I drew on the communion
cards—women, fashionable women with stylish hair and Doc Marten boots. Women I wanted to
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be. Or I played with my plastic nativity set, wrapping my pink bubblegum around Mary’s virgin
head to give her hair more body. I made plastic Mary make out with plastic Joseph.
In my more childlike ages, under eleven, I longed for the children’s lesson, when the
pastor called out innocent faces up to the front of the sanctuary, my body prepared to perform for
every white-haired motherfucker with coffee breath in that place. At the same time, my mother
flinched at the sight of my body leaving the pew. My permed hair flopping on the top of my
head. She watched me skip along with zero bodily awareness, throwing my arms in multiple
directions, tripping on nothing and then plopping myself down on a stair that represented heaven
or hell. I sat unladylike in a dress with tights and bright pink underwear displayed for all the old
folks in the audience.
When the pastor asked me the meaning of Christmas during Advent, I raised my hand
proudly and said, “presents!”
When the pastor told me how I should honor my father and mother, I said, “my daddy
doesn’t go to church.”
When the pastor gushed about Jesus’ love, I got up and sang songs from Annie around
the tall golden candle holder.
*
When I bled and my breasts finally came in, I turned into a thing I once mocked. My
breasts were no longer “sandpiles” or “mosquito bites” as my sister, Jordan, once said, they were
apple then oranges then grapefruit then Victoria Secret Melons. My chest and Jordan’s chest
were twins covered by the same high-neck camisoles my mother had picked out for us. My
mother dressed us in clothing that was a size of two larger just to accommodate for the massive
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basilicas on our chests. I was endlessly taught resistance of the body and learned very quickly
that my body was a temple.
There’s a song I was taught at Vacation Bible School, then Sunday School, then
confirmation camp called “Sanctuary.” The chorus went like this:
Lord prepare me, to be a sanctuary, pure and holy, tried and true. With Thanksgiving, I’ll
be a living sanctuary for you.
This was best sung with serious virgin eyes, a church camp counselor with an acoustic
guitar in the front of the church before rows of pews who wears ten What Would Jesus Do
bracelets. His name would be Jeremiah or Noah and he would be a frosted-tipped-BackstreetBoy level of hot. He would give long hugs and tell you why he’s saving himself for marriage.
I learned “Sanctuary” growing up when symbolism wasn’t taught to me yet. Even when I
learned metaphor, I sang “Sanctuary” blankly, not caring to know the purpose or message behind
it. When I sang it, I thought, I love you God. Don’t kill me off yet. Also, if you could made me a
famous Disney Channel Original star, that would be great. Also please let me marry Jesse
McCartney. In your name I pray! Amen!
I sang “Sanctuary” with a heavy heart. When I sang it, I sang it best, which was better
than everyone else at church camp. There were even a few Christina Aguilerian riffs. Sometimes
I’d close my eyes and open my palms to the sky. Little did I know, what I sang so wholeheartedly, my vocal box turning it into a pop song, my body submitting to Christ, I was really
saying, I’m all yours God, and I won’t let anyone fuck me unless You are part of it. I promise.
*
My mother also begged us to wait until marriage before we had sex. She said it was more
special that way. It was my Lutheran schooling that really brought that message home for me.
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Nailed it to my brain. It was as though my educators and pastors, and their VHS tapes did the
dirty work for her. Sexual education was a Christian video tape inserted into a tape played that
rolled out on a TV stand. It featured a white woman with a mom haircut, thin eyebrows, and
horrible lip liner the color of church wine. In the video, the woman gave a speech to young
Godly students like myself. She only addressed the young women, holding them up to a pedestal
of purity. She told the story of a woman she knew who wanted to have sex with her boyfriend for
the first time.
“But he loooooooves me,” the woman on the tape mocked. “He doesn’t love you. He
loves your body only. He loves getting what he can from you, and when you give it to him, do
you know what will happen? He will leave you. And he will say he loves, just to get what he
wants. Just to violate your temple that belongs to God!”
My palms slid on my Hollister jeans. The lip-lined Karen continued, “He looooooves me.
No. He doesn’t. You know who does love you? God. Jesus. The Holy Spirit. And if you wait
until Hod has ceremoniously become part of your relationship, then whomever you love, will
love you and God. Now, pray with me.”
After we watched the video, I’m certain we prayed for God to protect our virtuous
bodies. Only you can fuck us, God! I promise! We prayed for good and righteous husbands
because we were taught only man and woman were sacred in the bedroom. Then we sang,
“Sanctuary,” our bodies purely temples made of skin.
*
Every Wednesday at the age of thirteen was dedicated to God. I was in the middle of a
long and gruesome Confirmation process. The adults and my mother told me I was committing
to the church and to God. I’d had a pass since my baptism, but since my brain was mush at the
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time, I had to recommit with a slightly less mushy brain, though still underdeveloped, and
wouldn’t be for another eleven years. I understood that I would finally get to eat the wafers and
drink small plastic cups of wine when it was offered on Sundays. So it was worth it.
The confirmation process involved quarterly church camps, Wednesday night lessons
about commandments and creeds, talks with my group where we would share our feelings and
then throw stones in a water fountain and pray. It also involved lectures and songs, discussions of
whether or not I was actually eating Jesus’ body. Mostly, it was men telling me what women
should do with their bodies in order to stay worth to God.
When the subject of adultery came up six weeks into Wednesday night meetings, we had
a visitor named David tell us about the glory of God in his relationship with his wife. He came to
tell us thirteen-year-old that he and his wife had an agreement when they met, and knew they
were in love and wanted to marry as soon as possible.
“I said to her, ‘I love you and I love God and I want to give both of you the most respect.
I don’t want to kiss you until our wedding day.’”
We all gasped in shock. No kissing? No way. I used to practice kissing on my Hanson
posters.
“We set a date for our wedding day. We knew we loved each other, and we also knew we
were strong enough to wait.”
“What about holding hands?”
“Did you hug?”
“Did you kiss on the cheek?”
“We held hands,” David said with pride. “We hugged but that was only for special
occasions.”
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“What about cheeks?”
“I’d kissed girlfriends in the past, and each time I’d let myself get to that point in the
relationship, it fell apart. It was as if God was telling me to slow down. It was as if He was
showing me the way. He brough my wife, Nicole, into my life, and I knew when I first saw her
that it was time to do this right! Now, for Nicole it was different. She’d never kissed a boy
before, but when we made the agreement that we wouldn’t kiss until we got married, she didn’t
care. She loved me and she love God more. It didn’t matter if we hugged or held hands. It was as
if our love transcended the physical. That’s what love is all about.”
Some of us horny teenagers looked at David in shock. Some of us horny teenagers looked
at him with admiration. In particular, Grace, who had a personalized Bible, and Natasha, who
loved rule following turned into puddles of horny Jesus tears.
“The wedding day finally came, and Nicole asked me, ‘should we kiss for the first time in
front of everyone or should we have our first kiss alone?’ We found a room alone. First, we
prayed, asking the Lord to bless our marriage. And then we kissed. And it felt like the most
sacred physical manifestation of our love. We both cried,” David laughed. “I’ve never regretted
my decision to wait.”
David, I learned that day, was a master of resistance. I didn’t realize then that his
resistance had a timeline, he only had to wait less than a year, rushing his wedding day. I knew I
would resist because my mother asked me to. I would resist because I’d seen indulgence of my
father. I would wait for something special. The kissing, I wasn’t sure. It all seemed like a load of
holy bullshit to me.
*
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Ben Young was considered that hottest in our small class of twenty students, and he was
gifted at luring girls to the basement library and making out with them behind the last stack of
books. If he was really lucky, he could slip his hands into the back of their jeans. First, was
Mercedez, who only let him slip the tongue for a little bit. Second, was Sam who totally let him
touch the top of her bare butt. Third, was me and I was on my way to the library in the middle of
math class.
The stairs creaked as they were maybe a hundred years old. The first set of stairs faced
the church offices, but the Pastor and his assistant, Martha, were too busy to catch me. The
second set of stairs faced a large painting of Christ himself. It was a gorgeous three-foot by
three-foot painting of white Jesus with a smooth white forehead, as smooth and white as a wafer.
His beard was long yet tamed. His dark brown tendrils framed his gorgeously sculpted face. His
hazel eyes were kind, forgiving, as if laser beams could blaze out of them and zap away your
sins. His beautiful Jesus lips led me into temptation. Jesus was the horny saving grace of the
New Testament, but everyone knew that the Old Testament was full of hot stuff, like David and
Bathsheba, where David watched her bathe and then they banged, well the verse said, “She same
to him and he slept with her.” I knew this because I read this verse in 2 Samuel during our Bible
reading free time. No one else really got it on in the Bible, so descriptions of hottie Jesus kept me
interested. To me, Jesus was like a hot uncle. Pretty but untouchable. As hot and dreamy as
Taylor Hanson, but an idea rather than a person. A man who died on the cross, displaying his
naked ripped body for all of Jerusalem, or Nazareth, or wherever he died, to see. Like Justin
Timberlake, his last words were “bye bye bye.” 1 Corinthians 4:20.
I creeped into the library which seemed to always smell like moldy pages and was
usually ninety degrees or more inside because it was right next to the boiler room. It was the only
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hell in the school, everywhere else was freezing and virginal. The library was hot and full of sex.
You could find the sex in the pages of National Geographic where there were pages of boobs if
you selected the right one. The library was also unsupervised and unlocked so it was the perfect
place for make outs and butt grabs.
It was my first time in Ben Young’s library of make outs. I’d been selected by the boy
who determined the hottest of hotties. I was rated as top tier, so were my boobs. He’d passed me
a note that said, “meet me in the library,” and because I loved feeling wanted, just like my dad
loved feeling wanted, I asked my teacher, Mrs. K if I could go to the bathroom, which happened
to be right next to the underworld filled with books. Somehow, I knew through gossip that Ben
hid behind the shelf of American Girl novels. He stood waiting on the glorious neon reading
cushions.
“Hey.”
“Hey.”
“Come here,” he said.
“I don’t know…” I said suddenly nervous. “I’m scared.”
“Come here…it’s not a big deal.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to kiss you,” he laughed. His voice sounded different than it did in class. It
was lower scruffier, as if he was trying to sound like Freddie Prince Jr. in She’s All That when he
takes of her classes and really sees her.
“With just your lips? Or your lips and tongue?”
“Both, probably.”
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I wondered if when David kissed his wife for the first time, if he used tongue or just dry
lips? I wondered also what Jesus above us thought of tongues? Pentecost was all about speaking
in tongues, but I wondered what he thought about tongues rubbing together? Jesus and David
probably hated tongues rubbing together. How sexy could the sixth commandment get before it
was adultery?
“Can we do just lips?” I asked. “Just to be safe.”
“Yeah,” he said, “come here.”
I’d kissed a boy before during a dare at a first-grade birthday party. Our faces were
shoved together. I walked up to Ben Young, stood on the plastic reading cushions. I reached my
mouth down to him, as I was taller, and pressed my lips against him. I released them just as
quickly.
“Okay, great, thanks, I’m gonna go.”
Ben pulled me back to him and kissed me for five whole seconds. He reached his hands
to my lower back.
“Someone’s going to find us,” I said when I had a break for air. I didn’t know who would
find us. We were sneaky and inconspicuous. No one knew we were down here. Ben silences me
again with his mouth, when we heard a creek above us. I broke away.
“What was that?” I asked. He kissed me again.
“We should go.”
The creek came back and I took that as my opportunity to run away.
“I gotta go, bye!” I ran off when his hands were slack, ungrasping. I rushed up the steps.
One flight then the other. Jesus was still there, eyes in a smile. Even if the kiss added up to
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fifteen seconds, at least there was no tongue. All lips no tongue, my rules. Trying to cheat the
system of purity.
*
A month before we would say weighted language in front of a white-haired congregation
that we didn’t understand to prove to our parents that we were children of God, Pastor Andy
gathered us in the sanctuary to give us the opportunity to sign the chastity contract. The contract
was a bible verse about being a temple of God. I don’t remember which verse, but if I had to
guess it likely said, “the Lord is my temple, I shall not want.” Or like, “My body is God and God
is my body. Thy purities remain,” followed by a Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John.
The contract then stated, I (insert name here) will abstain from sexual contact until a
lawful marriage. For a marriage is a sacrament between man, woman, and God. Then we were
supposed to sign below and date.
Pastor Andy was a white man with light hair. The elderly congregation hated him
because he was hip and didn’t make everyone sleepy. The teenagers in confirmation class loved
him since he taught using The Matrix, performed a sermon wearing a knight’s suit of armor. He
could also get oddly serious with us. He demanded that young women follow the rules of
chastity. He demanded that we should protect our bodies and not lot anything bad happen to
them. This was up to us. It was our job to remain untouched and pure. While the signing of this
contract was a suggestion, I knew I had to do it for myself and for God.
The confirmation group was spaced out amongst the pews. Pastor Andy came to us,
tapped us each individually on the shoulder, and he led us to the slip of paper that resembled an
award or gift certificate at the altar. We wouldn’t know who went up to sign it and we wouldn’t
know who refused.
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I’d already decided, before hearing the Pastor Andy’s speech to take it seriously, that I
was going to sign the document, the certification of chastity. My best friend Molly said she
would not, but that was because she’d already had sex. What I wanted most in life was to find a
husband who loved God as much as I did, who also wanted to save himself for Christ. It was this
naivety that made me not pay as close attention during sex education, especially during the parts
about condoms and diseases. This same certainty made me decide yes before walking into the
church that day.
Pastor Andy tapped me on the shoulder. My eyes fluttered open. I followed him to the
altar. All the other contracts previously signed were turned over, so I couldn’t see who said yes
to a forever relationship with God. I picked up the pen. Pastor Andy read the document to me.
“If you agree, print your name here.”
I wrote my L followed the other straight letters.
“If you agree, sign and date your name here.”
I wrote my name in cursive, but as official as I wanted it to look, the handwriting still
looked childish. Like scratch. Like a child not no knowing what they’re going. I scribbled the
date.
“Thank God, and then you can go back.”
I prayed silently to myself, Dear God, thank you for this life. Thank you for your grace.
Please keep my body pure for you.
I wouldn’t get the certificate until the end of the night. Where I would learn several of my
friends did not sign the contract. I didn’t care that I was the only one of my friends. I knew what
I had with God was special, and my friends didn’t understand. When I got my certificate at the
end of the night, my fate was locked in. I was a child of God! I was going to do it right! I would
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not get naked with a man unless God was present in the bedroom. The certification glowed in my
hands. I had powered up with Christ. The ultimate Christian. My body was a Sanctuary. Pure and
true with thanksgiving.
*
On my Confirmation Day, I recited some biblical words on my knees before the
congregation. Then I plopped a stale Styrofoam wafer on my tongue, let it disintegrate. I threw
the wine down my throat. It burned all the way down to my empty stomach. Less tasty than I
thought it would be. Less body than I thought it would be. Less blood. Because I ate a wafer and
drank less than an ounce of wine, my mother bought me a cross necklace, and a diamond sterling
silver purity ring.
The whole event was a beautiful wedding to God, and I had the ring to prove it. The
young men in my class didn’t get necklaces or rings. Only the women were married off to God.
My mother didn’t say it had to be a promise to be pure, but that it was a ring to remind me of
God’s love and promises. I took it as a promise to remain virginal until my wedding night. It was
the perfect decoration for my sanctuary body. If my arms and legs were a church, the ring was a
stain glass window.

About a year later, I would go to a tanning bed. I would undress my entire body including
my purity ring. I would lie in that tanning bed for fifteen minutes soaking up the glory of UV
rays. I would dress once again, body dark and crisp. I would leave forgetting my purity ring on
the carpet next to the bed. I would come back searching for it, only to find it gone. Then, I would
move on, not entirely noticing the smoothness of my ring finger unoccupied, not entirely missing
my wedding ring to the Holy Trinity.
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A PHILOSOPHY FOR 22-YEAR-OLDS
My new roommate Haley was like an older sister. She dragged me from place to place,
made me try on clothing she deemed appropriate, and didn’t like my company that much. I
wasn’t a huge fan of her either. We in the same place at the same time teaching in Phuket
together. She was the only person I knew from America, and so I went along with whatever she
said. She said, “let’s go to Chiang Mai for Songkran. I think you will regret it if you don’t go,”
so we purchased last minute flights to the northern part of Thailand. I was thinking, who the fuck
was I? And why was I hanging around someone I didn’t even like? But I’d rather be with
someone who shopped to avoid eating instead of being alone.
She pulled me into every crevice of the night market. She wore a macrame swimsuit top
that all of the other white girl hippie hotties wore around islands and in markets. I wanted to
wear something like that, but my tits were too massive and midwestern, a gift from old German
grandmothers, they would have popped out below the bikini top.
“Oh my god! This would look so good on you now that you’re all skinny mini,” she said,
holding up a bikini set to my body.
“I don’t know,” I said, knowing it probably wouldn’t fit and that my flesh would spill out
of the cups and envelop the strings.
“But your suit is too big now.”
My mother never let me wear “skimpy” swimsuits. She preferred full coverage so no one
would see my juice peeking out of the stitching. My first trip outside of America she had me
wear a bikini bottom that was also a skirt. My second trip outside of America, she draped me
with a tankini. I looked pure and also like an undesirable old woman. I was used to her edits the
same way I was used to my grade schoolteachers regulating my wardrobe. No flipflops, no
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satanic ripped jeans, no spaghetti strapped tank tops. They covered my up with sweatshirts from
the lost and found. They asked me to wear my gym clothes for the day. I was embarrassed into
hiding my body, and I had a lot to cover.
“I swear your old ones barely fit you,” Haley said.
I purchased the suit to please Haley, and because she was the queen at ass-centric
Instagram posts. I wanted to learn. Before that weekend, we’d roamed waterfalls and beaches.
We posed ourselves on rocks, with coconuts and flowers in our hair. We needed everyone to see
our butts in beautiful landscapes. We arranged ourselves for a lens and racked up the likes from
hot babes we knew, and hot babes we didn’t know. In my heart, I missed home, but on the
outside, I looked like a sexy beach goddess. I wanted more people to see my body, so I shared it
with everyone.
*
Yes, Haley had an interest in sandals and swimsuits and henna tattoos, but her favorite
thing to hunt down in Thailand were prescription medications. We slipped on and off our shoes,
performed Wais for pharmacists and montaged through the city, outside the wall. Dropping in
and out of pharmacies looking for Haley’s pills. Haley spewed her broken English. The
pharmacist told her no. Haley pouted. We continue walking and repeated the cycle three more
times. It felt like we’d walked miles on empty stomachs when we took our shoes off for the last
time.
“You have Clonazepam?” Haley shouted, as if speaking louder helped us understand
each other. The Thai person leaned over the counter to glance at Haley’s phone.
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“Moment,” they said, peering past Haley’s tanned bare shoulder at the door. No one else
was around, apart from me looking at different talcum powders to help with the sweaty chaffing
between my thighs.
“How can I help you, madame” The Thai pharmacist asked. She appeared from the back
of the shop like a god, holy in white, here to help poor Haley with her pill addiction.
“Do you have Clonazepam?” Haley asked quietly and carefully.
“How many packs do you need?”
“Uh…five?” Haley requested.
The pharmacist looked at her with slight suspicion, but then smiled. Most Thai people we
met loved Haley. She was a couple of jingle bell anklets wrapped around a nearly six-foot-tall
stack of bones covered in tan skin. She was willing to play the game of saving face. Smiling
when she didn’t mean to smile. The pharmacist turned around and slipped a key into a lock and
slid the glass window open. She precisely pulled out five individual boxes of Klonopin, placing
them in a small white plastic bag. She typed numbers into a register.
“Five hundred Baht,” she said quietly with distinction.
Haley handed her a purple Baht. It was fresh and crisp, newer. Therefore, the king’s face
looked older, more lines in his face. This was a steal. I understood Thai money in threes. An
American dollar was around 30 Baht. Three dollars was 100 Baht. 500 Baht was around fifteen
dollars because it was half of 30 which was 1000 Baht, the largest and highest Baht option.
Fifteen dollars for 50 pills.
*
“Want one?” Haley asked me, popping two tiny blue pills into her mouth.
“I don’t know,” I said, “I’m good for now.”
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“We should get tattoos,” Haley suggested to me after we Khap Kun Ka’d and stepped out
into the night humidity.
“I don’t know,” I said, but Haley was too excited about it.
“Why not?” Haley argued to no one, “I need a touch up and you can finally get your
wave tattoo.”
It was stupid. I’d been researching wave tattoos for two months. What I wanted was an
arm band of three lines, and one of those lines would be a wave.
The inspo for this wave tattoo derived from a boat trip on the ocean in Pattaya a couple
months earlier when the waves were chaotic, spraying us in the face, rocking the boat side to
side. The boat bounced up and down on the waves, the bow slamming onto the surface. I lost my
shit, a midwestern woman who had only skated on lakes aboard a pontoon to the song
“Pontoon.” I didn’t have much experience with boats, let alone boats on oceans.
I thought we were going to die. Though once I got used to the salt spray and held on
tightly to a metal pole, my feet planted firmly, I was able to pay attention to the evolution of
celeste to turquoise to azure. As if watching a tea bag of blue raspberry Kool-Aid slowly fill a
mug of hot water.
A sense of calm came over me and I thought profoundly to myself, you know what? Life
IS like the ocean. There are stretches of calm and then moments of storm, but you can’t be afraid
of the ocean and as a result, afraid of LIFE. I was not high or drunk when I thought this, I was
just 22.
I glanced at my hand holding onto the pole for dear life and loosened my grip. My eyes
made their way to my arm and I decided then and there that I would get a tattoo of a wave on my
arm to remind myself of this newfound philosophy.
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“Okay,” I said to Haley on the streets of Chiang Mai as every business was closing down
around us.
*
Haley decided on the tattoo shop, the reason being, it was open. One Thai man was there
sitting in the shop blasting Katy Perry’s “Last Friday Night,” playing games on his phone.
“Sawadee Kaaaaa,” Haley yelled, taking off her shoes. “Can have song tattoos kaaaa?”
“Sawadee Krap,” the Thai man said.
“Yes? Two tattoos?”
“Moment,” he dialed on his phone. He spoke in Thai, which tonally and its core, we did
not understand a lick. We stood there as harsh E’s and lyrical A’s bushwhacked through our
heads. When he was finished, he said, “Yes, can. No problem.”
“Tattoo, no problem,” he said hanging up. Without much more conversation, because we
couldn’t have any, Haley was sitting in a black leather chair while he freehanded some new
designs on her feet and ankles. Haley originally had an elaborate gaudy sun on her left foot and a
lotus flower in a similar style on her right. Haley encouraged the tattoo artist to ink more loops
and squiggles and dots to make her feet look more like a flower or sun one might see on a
tapestry at a music festival.
I was stood around in stark fluorescent lighting shuffling my feet back and forth hoping
my turn would never come so I wouldn’t have to put something permanent, real or not real, on
my body. What I really wanted was to sleep in an overheated guest house with a fan blowing on
my body. But even more than that I wanted to sleep in a real bed. Not even the one in Phuket that
would be mine for a year, but the one in Minnesota, in the basement of my mother’s house with
the rest of my things minus a suitcase and a backpack.
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“Are you going to get it or what?” Haley said.
The other tattoo artist had arrived and was working on my wave idea, my abyss-level
philosophy on life, and drew a cartoon version of it. The wave arced the way you might see a
wave build and crash on Spongebob Squarepants.
“I don’t know,” I said, which was my response to most things at the time. There were too
many decisions and I just felt fatigued and powerless.
“Come on, you’ve wanted it forever.”
Forever in Haley’s mind was the last two months, which was how long I’d known her. I
guess it was forever.
“I don’t know.”
“I don’t get what the big deal is.”
“It doesn’t feel right.”
“You either get tattoos or you don’t. It never feels right. You just have to take the leap.”
Haley’s green eyes were begging for me to join her. Her teeth were smiling but they were sharp
enough to be a threat.
“I don’t know.”
“Jesus Christ! I’m not gonna hold your hand okay? Just fucking do it or don’t do it. I
don’t care.”
Because I was 22, I still didn’t know how to say no to people. And this maybe came from
my mother sacrificing herself for my every need. Watching her please, surrendering her body to
make three children at an early age, knowing nearly nothing else besides how to nurture. But this
passiveness really came from my father, who wanted things his way, forced me to do things he

33

wanted to do. It was possible my “I don’t knows” was me shutting down, letting a louder person
lead me. “I don’t know” for numbing. “I don’t know,” a script in a familiar circumstance.
The artist drew two lines. I turned away from my conversation with Haley and drew the
third. It was a thin line with a small build up and a tiny, and in my opinion more artful, wave.
Did it look like a wave or a shark fin? To me, it was a wave.
I sat in the leather chair. The brother sterilized the bamboo tool, which meant he would
stick-poke this tattoo into my arm. A more invasive, slower, gruesome process. I’d received the
same type of tattoo from Andy, but I was trashed on passionfruit buckets. I was alive this time.
My body put itself in the chair, but my mind was still back at the pharmacy. He slipped his blue
latex gloves on, held the bamboo stick in position, then stabbed my forearm in small delicate
rhythms. It felt like how I imagined getting stabbed with a graphite number two pencil would
have felt like. Around five hundred to one thousand stabs.
Between one and 100 stabs, my arms bled an undercurrent. Between 101 and 200 stabs,
my arm bled a riptide. At about 250 stabs, the bamboo stick became a sea urchin, and I couldn’t
take it anymore.
“Fuck,” I groaned, “this hurts!”
I complained more than this one time, but imagine “fuck this hurts,” in variants like
“shit!” “This hurts like a bitch!” “Ouwwwweeeee.” “Yowza!” and “Fucking hell!” Then imagine
these groans in different variants during the entire tattooing process up until that point.
“Want a Klonopin?” Haley asked, but not sincerely, more like how a condescending
mother might sooth their teething child.
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I nodded. She threw a box of Klonopin at me from across the room. I poked the blue pill
out of its silver packaging. A groove ran down the center of the pill. A number imprinted on one
side; the other side of the groove left bare.
I’d taken one or two of Haley’s mystery pills before when we were training to be teachers
a couple months back. Before Koh Phi Phi. Before Edvin. Before jobs and motorbikes and rent.
Right after I arrived on an airplane. They came from the bottom of her purse: yellow, blue,
white. I was panicking, after having scrolled through images of myself in America. My face, my
body, the crinkle of the woman’s smile didn’t feel like me. I felt so far away. For a moment, I
knew who I was, and I didn’t know who I was. My body waded in the smelly heat of Southeast
Asia, but my mind did not know this body. I disassociated in a restaurant bathroom feeling both
present and not there, but somewhere outside my body.
I explained to Haley, who was my week-old friend that I was feeling anxious. Haley gave
me half an Ambien to slow my breathing and racing heart rate; to calm my mind so it could catch
up with my body.
*
I placed the tiny blue pill on my tongue and washed it down my throat with 7 Eleven
water. I relaxed onto the leather chair, my mind sinking into my body, as the tattoo artist
continued to stab me.
The pill kicked in quickly because my stomach was still near empty. I’m sure I felt pain,
yes, but I don’t really remember it. If you could see this experience in an Instagram post, you
would see my eyes heavy, glazed over with shiny Klonopin juice. My facial muscles would hang
off my mandible, motionless, asleep. My smile would be a flash of teeth but my lips would be
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lifeless. My mouth would make snoozed noises of pain, then, “blah, blah, blah, blah,” my tongue
flapping out my mouth. Then, “Hi, I love you. I’m getting a tattoo right now, arrrrrrrggggggg.”
As the Klonopin reached every part of my body, my mind went blank. My body endured
the rest of the tattoo. The shark fin wave squiggle being the last and most important part, though
I don’t remember it. My body experienced an authentic Thai moment of getting a bamboo tattoo
in the middle of the night.
If I had to guess where my mind was, I’d say it went back to where it was tethered,
before I knew resistance or indulgence. Perhaps my mind was resting on my mother’s chest,
rocking back and forth in her chair. Perhaps my mind walked out of the humid Minnesota
summer air, away from the cicadas screaming, into my grandmother’s air-conditioned home. Out
then in, out then in. The slam of the screen door just to feel the goosebumps. Perhaps my mind
was eating ice cream at 9 pm with my father, and he’d say, “these spoons are too sharp.” My
mind roamed these safe spaces. The spaces of existence before my mind and body felt like they
had to separate because of irreconcilable differences.
I surface back to my body. I took out my phone and pressed recorded, “passed out while
the tattys getting’ tatteeeeeeeedddddd.” My body sunk back into the chair and my mind fell
through the bottom. My mind, naked, fell beneath a man with soft familiar brown eyes. Beneath
one two three layers of truth. Beneath “it doesn’t count if it’s just a little bit.” Beneath Jesus’s
dark kind eyes and blessing finger pads. Beneath the touch of Ben Young’s hand sliding into the
back of my jeans. Beneath a signature on a page declaring abstinence. Beneath warm hands on
knees—condom wrappers on the floor. Beneath cotton over cleavage. Beneath the brown velvet
couch. I heard my father’s footsteps out the door.
*
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My mind temporarily erased; Haley pulled out 2000 Baht for the three lines plus a wave
on my arm. My brain was on ice, and my pupils were too huge. I kept them squinted just in case
anything tried to go inside there.
One foot and then the other foot and then the other foot and I didn’t really know why or
how I was walking in the shutdown night market darkness. No neon signs to guide my way apart
from the green, red, and orange strips of 7 Elevens that surpassed the signage, broke off the
plastic, and led me like Rainbow Road arrows. We bridged the space between fake Chiang Mai
and real Chiang Mai. We walked up the steps of our sleepy guesthouse.
Lying in bed that night, the blue light of Haley’s iPhone casted shadows on the walls.
With tremendous effort, I raised my arm above me. As Haley’s platforms scrolled and apps
shifted and each key typed a new letter, shadows danced. My philosophy wrapped in plastic,
warm with wound, also danced, or maybe swam, or maybe crashed. The lines shifted between a
wave and a shark. Cascading then hunting. When it was a wave, I felt immense fear, like
powerful water could knock me down. Wipe me out entirely. When it was a shark, I saw the
danger of the fin above the surface, but it was just cartilage. Just an idea with no teeth. I was
terrified of sharks since seeing Jaws with my dad at an early age against my will. The man loved
traumatizing me. But life was like the ocean, as I had said many times to myself, but I came to
see it was beautiful yet fucking dangerous. In that blue light, I told myself to not fear it, even
though there were multiple things that could rip my body in pieces. No, that night, somehow, I
was at piece with this shark swimming on my arm, as long as it promised to never jump out of
the water to take a bite out of me.
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SEXY HALLOWEEN
“If you don’t wear a sexy costume for Halloween,” my sister, Jordan, told me, “you’re
basically a nobody.”
It was the middle of October and we were walking around one of those pop-up
Halloween stores in southern Minnesota. The year before, I’d graduated from my small Lutheran
school where I was one of six girls in my class. At Trinity Lutheran, I learned God was always
there for me as long as I never exposed my midriff. This year I was a freshman at the public high
school. At Faribault High School, my sister and I were known for tits, dark eyes, white teeth but
our sharp wit and critical thinking skills were not part of our legacy. Jordan knew we had to use
our bodies to start conversations.
“How about this one?” My sister asked, holding up a sexy witch costume, an erect black
hat included. Jordan, a seasoned senior, convinced me that literally everyone would be dressed
up like this at school. Those first two months, I hadn’t found my place yet at the public school.
Too nerdy for the cool kids, too normal for the weirdos. The transition was uncomfortable, so I
did whatever Jordan recommended. I followed her instructions even if that path led through
quicksand made of birth control pills and UV Blue.
Jordan didn’t give a shit about God anymore. Well, maybe a little, but she was more
concerned about what her ex-boyfriend thought of her. I really gave a shit about God. In fact, my
grade schoolteachers told me it was okay if I left during a lesson about evolution. They also said
it was perfectly fine for me to spend my Day of Prayer praying outside instead of learning. There
were no religion lessons, no chapel on Wednesdays, no Bible-study groups, but there were plenty
of eyes that belonged to boys in the hallways.
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“How about this one?” My sister held up a sexy nurse costume. I crinkled my nose in
disapproval. It was too basic for me and even at fourteen I knew I would never be a health
professional.
Jordan had already picked out her costume. She had a thing for pirates. Between the ages
of thirteen and seventeen, she’d collected Pirates of the Caribbean T-shirts and a blanket that
weaved Johnny Depp and Orlando Bloom into the stitching. My mom also found a way to screen
print Orlando Bloom’s face onto Jordan’s 15th birthday cake. Her costume was a short velvety
brown dress with gold lace around the bust and hem with a matching pirate hat.
She held up a sexy cop outfit made of fake leather. I shook my head.
“You have to pick something.” She folded her arms over her chest annoyed that I was
being so picky.
“You’ll look so hot,” she encouraged. I did want to be hot. I did want people to see me.
I saw the costume out of the corner of my eye. The package was labeled U.S. MALE
Service. Inside: a light blue button-up shirt with a patch above the left breast that said XXXPress,
a short navy skirt, and a small messenger bag where one could add envelopes. Never in my life
had I thought of being a sexy postal worker.
“I like this one,” I said.
My sister and I tried on our costumes. My mother, who reluctantly brought us to the
store, rolled her eyes when she saw us. Her solid Christian faith would have kept us from
costumes like these, but her relationship with my sister was wearing thin after our dad moved
out. Jordan had a reputation for smoking, drinking, and skipping school either pretending to be
sick or forging my mother’s signature on an absence pass. Jordan still drove me to school when
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she was fake sick. This was her time to smoke her sneaky pack of Parliament Lights that were
kept under the seat.
My mother would’ve allowed us to wear anything as long as Jordan didn’t scream at her
that day. She sighed as she brought the costumes to the register. The associate explained the
return policy: unworn and within 14 days and then swiped my mother’s card. The transaction
was complete.
*
For those two weeks leading up to Halloween, we took endless photos of ourselves in the
costumes. I guess they were officially worn. Jordan pouted her lip acting like Jack Sparrow’s
mistress. She changed the position of the sword in each photo sometimes licking it, sometimes
posing it between her breasts. When we switched, she coached me to look demure; a sort of soft
core sensual. I put envelopes in my messenger bag and pretended to hand them out thinking,
How bout you put a letter in my mailbox? My legs were fully exposed. I shielded my eyes with
my hat avoiding the camera.
*
The morning of Halloween, I put on the costume. Was it shorter than before? I took it off
then I put it back on. Was it tighter than before? Eventually, I kept it on, but by then there wasn’t
enough time. Not enough time for a hair straightener. Not enough time for eyeliner. Not enough
time settle into the skirt and knee-high socks. I got in Jordan’s car, and we drove off as she lit her
morning cigarette.
Before we walked in, Jordan sprayed herself with Dream Angels “Heavenly.” I walked
into a cloud of it as well. I smelled like her: stale cigarettes and syrupy perfume. She walked
down the hall confident in her fishnets and boots. I kept my eyes on her because if I didn’t focus
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on her, I’m not sure I would’ve been able to walk at all. I wanted her to come to class with me or
even spend the whole day with me. She led me here but couldn’t take me any further. I had to
continue alone.
I kept my head down as I walked into my science class. I took a seat next to my best
friend, Molly, who I’d kissed in her basement. She wore her usual sweatshirt and jeans. Without
lifting my head, I glanced at the girls next to me who were also wearing jeans—and sweatshirts.
In a sea of gray and denim, no one looked like me. The only girl wearing a costume in that class
was Kayla Estebrooks, who wore a big blue box around her. She was supposed to be an iPod.
The bell rang. I exchanged books at my locker. In the freshman hallway, I noticed none
of the girls my age dressed seductively. I noticed their judgmental looks; the kind of looks that
labeled me as a whore. To avoid them, I focused my gaze on the reflection of the fluorescent
lights on the tiles of the floor as I embarked on my daunting journey to the other side of the
school.
I walked through the senior hallway, heart beating fast. The boys’ stares burned into my
skin as they whispered things to each other. Suddenly, I didn’t feel like a cool sexy mature
woman, I felt like I was being hunted. My body, which normally had quiet conversations was
now yelling.
Some sophomore girls were dressed like me. Kenzie was a sexy Alice-in-Wonderland,
Jena a sexy fireman, Sophie a sexy nurse. They were the bad girls who smoked weed in the
bathrooms; their jeans always tight, their bra straps always showing. They did not want to be
associated with me, because I was a sweet Jesus girl, and I was afraid of my desire to be
associated with them.
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In choir class, there were a few more girls my age dressed in regular costumes. In the alto
section, Sarah dressed as Sandy from Grease, her best friends fellow Pink Ladies. Next to them
was, me, a slutty postal worker, ready to deliver packages.
My choir teacher made sure not to look me in the eye that day. We practiced our scales,
we did our sight singing, and that entire time he avoided the alto section. Maybe it was the
outline of the red naked female body under the XXXPress decal.
After the bell, I waited around for Jordan to appear. She had choir after I did. All I
wanted was to feel normal for a second. I wanted to be around someone else who might be
feeling as foolish as I was. Five minutes went by and then ten. It was almost time for class to
start when I saw one of her friends walking down the hall.
“Where’s Jordan?” I asked, desperate to feel like I belonged.
“She went home sick, I think.”
The bumps on my skin either felt the chilly draft in the empty hallway, or the inevitable
sting that comes from the betrayal of a sister.
That afternoon, I finally made it out the doors of that suffocating school. My sister came
back to pick me up. When I asked her why she had deserted me, she said she didn’t want to talk
about it. She said she couldn’t talk about it. She didn’t tell me what happened to her, but I
thought her experience was similar to if not worse than mine because her eyes were puffy, and
her face was red.
We held hands. My embarrassment became united with hers. We watched the students
walk to their cars. They weren’t paying attention to us for the first time that day. It was a relief.
We pulled away from the school unnoticed. We drove as far as we could until we felt completely
invisible.
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INFECTED
This one is a love story because in Chiang Mai in mid-April, the dry heat invades your
pores scorching the top of your head to the point where you can’t think properly. The farms
down in Esan and surrounding lands burn their crops to prepare for the new planting season. The
air, without much rain at all, smells like a constant bonfire—an element that can plow right
through you and destroy everything in its path. The tourists smell the smoke thinking it’s
cultural, but they are just alive surrounded by burning. You can’t actually see the sky this time of
year. Instead, it is a version of the sky, never clear, rarely blue. The sun is filtered through an
incessant fog, a shadow self. In the evenings, when the sun sets over the Chiang Mai mountains,
the sun is a blood orange orb hovering over the ridges. When it did this my first April in Chiang
Mai, I never felt like I was on Earth rather I felt like I was on another planet. Maybe Mars. A
planet of impulse and aggression; a planet of war. There were wars in the streets, but it was the
Songkran Festival and this war was fought with water.
I remember not being able to see anything, nothing actually, not the sky, or the Earth. It
was best in the midst of these water fights to keep your eyes and mouth closed. Otherwise, you
could end up with a stomach bug. In hottest and driest month of the year, tourists and locals
wander the streets of Chiang Mai spraying each other with water guns. I snuck around ornate
ancient wat temples. I maneuvered in and out of 7 Elevens. I parked my soaked body at local
cafes where getting wet was off limits. It was clear to me that while I ran around barefoot in
Hawaiian shirts dancing in the street to Thai party music, there was a sacred aspect to the festival
I could sense in the air, but could not see.
“Sawadee Pee Mai Ka,” a taxi driver taught me, meaning Happy New Year. He explained
that the water thrown was to be celebrated like a life source, because even though it was the
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hottest time of the year, where if you walked outside you could feel your nostrils burning, the
rain season would come, crops would grow, and the people of Thailand would continue living
until the next dry season. The festival was also near my birthday. I took this as a sign that I
belonged in this country.

Haley disappeared once the actual celebrations of Songkran came around. She got herself
an air-conditioned hotel room and lied in a cold bed punching out pills of Valium. I had no one
apart from Ozzie, a New Zealander who was willing to roam around with me squirting water at
people all day. In the midst of a water gun street fight, after I’d run off to dance in the sprays,
Ozzie greeted me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek that bordered on the mouth. It was a
surprise to me—his mouth on the corner of my mouth—a taste of what was yet to come.
Ozzie wore a RVCA tank top that was so soaked it dangled off his body. A patterned
Aboriginal tattoo extended down one of his muscled legs. His eyes were a level of dark that
matched my darkness He was a surprising kind of handsome, a handsome that snuck up on you.
Suddenly, it was there, and I wasn’t sure how it got there as his forehead was large and his teeth
were crooked, but somehow, I wanted to run my tongue all over his face.
The first day of the celebration, we stayed out there for hours, from when the orange orb
was high in the sky to when it disappeared behind the ridge line, to when the only light was the
streetlights. Cars drove by splashing the crowd with buckets of water. Once it was night, Ozzie
and I stayed together in the war with no enemy. Because the war had no enemy, it often
resembled a snow globe. Shaken. Turned upside down. But instead of snow it was rain. Endless
rain in all directions horizontal and vertical. Caught in our own rain globe, Ozzie and I danced
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and shot our squirt guns and refilled them with water in trash bins. He’d kiss me on the cheek
unexpectedly to keep me sharp and on my toes.
It’s not hard to fall for someone quickly in Thailand I came to learn. The backpackers in
the country were Bachelor in Paradise mixed with Love Island—lots of hot bodies and lonely
people with parental damage, trying to avoid anything hard or painful. In addition, Thailand had
foggy, other planet, orange blob sunsets. Glittering temples. The beaches you save on your
desktop mid-Winter so you don’t lose your mind. Beautiful genuine smiles. Most of all, Thailand
had ham and cheese Toasties from 7 Eleven that came in packs of two and tasted better shared.
Ozzie and I laughed with our mouths fully open while sharing a Toastie under the
florescent light of 7 Eleven. The cheese hung from our lips. The salty ham soaked out tongues.
We were hungry wet dogs for food and each other. The number one rule about hooking up with a
fellow backpacker, well, maybe it was rule number four or five (there are not actually any rules),
was that even though the pre-hook up was the most exciting part, I had to play it cool, and act
like it was not going to happen. Let the shark sniff me for a while before I shove my leg into his
mouth.
I let Ozzie sniff me before and after I showered. Our rooms were right next to each other
at The Rose Guesthouse. I especially let him sniff me once it was clear we would be going out
together, and my face was prepped and primed for a perfect sniff. I let him get a good whiff as
we shared a small bottle of Sangsom rum on the hostel rooftop under the milky night sky, where
we gazed at ideas of stars.
By midnight, we arrived at Zoe in Yellow, the best place to party in Chiang Mai. The
music thumped in the air and into our ears. People were still spraying water everywhere. Bodies
next to bodies next to bodies. Arm skins pressed against arm skin. There wasn’t much room to
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dance as the floor was pure chaos. The only peaceful space was above us where open umbrellas
hung from wires, each a different neon color. We waded into the crowd for maybe ten minutes
“You’re really fucking cute,” Ozzie’s lips brushed against my ear, his hands on my hips.
I didn’t say anything back, but I turned around to face him. My eyes met his and I let him
get in one last sniff before I offered him my limbs. It was time. The tip of my nose touched his
cheek, My lips slightly parted fit between his.
*
It happened for hours that night. It happened again in the morning. Our dream breath
spilling out onto our pillows. We traveled all over each other. His mouth backpacked around my
body, partying in a few locations. We met up halfway. Our sweaty scalps fell onto our pillows,
the room and us spinning. Our heavy chests cooled and slowed in the same rhythm. Our buzzing
tingling skin mellowed and flatlined.
My stomach was in knots, sharp pains in every direction. After we were finished, I
expelled everything from my body. Something was rotting me. I could feel it doing rotations in
my stomach. I had been warned not to open my mouth during a water fight, as the water was not
clean. I must have taken in bacteria. In the bathroom mirror, my body looked shrunken,
malnourished. Skin dangling from my stomach where fat used to be. My face was pale and
lifeless, slightly gaunt. My woven shorts felt two sizes larger. Something was eating me from
inside out. My forearm near my elbow throbbed. The three lines tattooed on my arm were puffy,
red, and bleeding. It seemed like I was infected everywhere.
When I returned to my room, my entire body aching my head spinning, Ozzie was there
waiting for me, which I found to be strange. In the past, most nights with random men ended in
departure and distance. They continued to move on without me, essentially having forgotten
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about me entirely. But Ozzie remained still in my bed with one thin white top sheet, and he
wasn’t leaving anytime soon.
*
For three days, our wicker room held the two of us. There was no air-conditioning, rather
one fan that blew hot air onto our skin. There was one window that never opened fully. The air
outside our window was a cloud of smoke, as if our room was high in the sky above the clouds,
away from everyone else. It was weird that he lied in my bed with me. Was he in love with me?
It was weird that he only wanted to do what I wanted to do. Was this supposed to be a
relationship? It was as though he’d designated himself to be my temporary boyfriend, water
fighting when I wanted. Lying in bed with a stomach bug when I wanted. Sleeping with me
when I wanted.
The weekend, due to my unwanted illness, began to blur together. Ozzie and I had my
room to ourselves. Our naked bodies splayed out in front of the fan trying to escape the relentless
heat. I opened and closed my eyes all day in a bad sleep. Opened: he’s there. Closed: he’s there.
“Will you rub my back?” I asked,
His thick calloused New Zealand fingers dug into my back.
“No, not like that,” I said, “more like soft.”
“Like a tickle?” He asked.
“My mom used to do this every Sunday morning,” I mumbled. “She’d drag my sister and
me to church and I hated it. We had this pastor who’d just go on and on and it felt like forever.
We were so bored and tired of drawing on communion cards. So I’d make her rub, or tickle I
guess. I’d make her tickle my back for a whole sermon. Like twenty minutes. She’d do it the
whole time too. If she drags me to church now, I still make her do it.”
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He smiled, “I like your stories.”
I opened my eyes, groggy, fatigued. Ozzie’s dark eyes were focused on his fingers,
making sure they were doing a good job. Focused on the curve of my back.
“I don’t normally have guys do this,” I said, closing my eyes again, “Normally, this is
reserved for my mother.”
This was a lie, but it was a lie I told often, and enjoyed telling often. I was never sure
why. I hoped Ozzie felt special when he wasn’t. I hoped Ozzie felt close to me or think he was
getting closer. He wasn’t close to me because I had this lie that felt like a confession. That way, I
held the power. In truth, I’d let so many men rub my back after fucking me, because they would,
and it was a free back rub. I let Edvin rub my back. I let strange boys in London rub my back. I
let first loves rub my back, and it was the same story about my mother and her gentle touch
during church services. The same confession to make them feel special. It was never about them
though. It was me wanting to tell a story about my mother. Me trying to feel a familiar touch. Me
trying to connect the girl in the church pew on Sundays to the girl in the dark with her eyes
closed after receiving someone’s body.
*
After much desperate need to feel better, Ozzie and I shared a tuktuk to Boots pharmacy.
My pale cheek rested on his warm shoulder. The Chiang Mai heat dusted our faces. When we got
there, the pharmacist gave me anti-biotics, sympathizing with me after taking in some bad water.
Ozzie browsed the aisles waiting for me. I asked the pharmacist in secret for the morning after
pill. I was already on the pill but I wasn’t taking any chances with this Kiwi’s baby.
I carried this mindset that I never wanted anything serious. That is what I told myself
over and over. I wasn’t a serious relationship person. I would not build something strong with
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someone. I was untamable, moving from place to place so no one could catch me. The truth was,
I wanted something serious desperately, but I couldn’t come to terms with that. Not in a
pharmacy in a foreign country with someone I’d only known for a few days.
Ozzie and I walked across the street to McDonalds, where I picked at chicken nuggets
and took an antibiotic. When he wasn’t looking, I swallowed the morning after pill with CocaCola.
*
When I was ill as a child, it was my mother who cared for me, not my father. I’d be
asleep on the couch with the fever, and he would be gambling on the internet or working late. I’d
make my own ramen noodles, watch my own cartoons until he’d change the channel to watch a
game. My mother told him what medication to give me and when to give it to me, leaving him a
note if she wasn’t around. My mother put thermometers in my mouth. My mother let me sleep in
her bed. My mother took me to the doctor. I closed my eyes and breathed out hot air while my
father was turned away from me.
Ozzie was the only person to care for me during my Thailand infection, and he was the
first man to care for me when I was sick. Men didn’t stick around for me, and to have Ozzie
following me around, buying me Gatorades, running his fingers along my back, felt alien. He
kept trying to penetrate my barriers, asking for personal stories, sharing photos of his niece,
kissing my forehead like someone who cared. I never knew a full love, and so I assumed that the
love he gave was the highest form.
*
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When we were clothed after getting back to the guesthouse from the pharmacy trip, he
slipped his fingers through the bottom of my shorts. Then himself through the bottom of my
shorts.
“Should we shut the door?” I was wide awake, sober, exposed.
He didn’t say anything. Instead, he pulled me on top of him. He thrusted his hips up,
grabbed my waist, and rocked me forwards and backwards, and an evolving sensation came upon
me starting from my pelvis and flowed to my thighs and calves my biceps then forearms. After
my orgasm, Ozzie continued until he was done. I felt like a rag doll, rinsed and rung out. There
was nothing left in my body.
I wondered if Ozzie knew I was a liar. If he knew I had some power, and so he made me
come so he could take it away. The vision of that moment was so vivid to me. I would replay that
moment in my mind months from now in my mother’s dark basement. I would replay it years
later in a new bed in a new apartment in America. I’d replay it in my New England home. I’d
retell it in great detail to a friend, five years later at a party. I’d retell it like a spell over a bonfire.
I’d retell it and replay it more than I would utter the words, “I don’t normally let guys do this.”
That afternoon, I was open, exposed, everything left inside me rushed out and spilled onto him.
*
The next night, our last night, the night before my birthday, he fucked me so good I
wanted to die. I expelled my secrets onto the bed. My screams scattered and settled around the
room like dust. When we were done, I was an outline rather than a person. My body had shape
but no color. We fell asleep blissfully my temple against his temple, my cheek against his cheek,
our hands connected at our sides. We both knew it would be over soon. Out last night in this
room. Our last night of hot sweats.
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*
The last day in Chiang Mai was also my birthday. Ozzie and I got on a tuk-tuk to an
elephant sanctuary a little outside the city. The hills rolled, the trees shaded, and my body, now
healed felt conflicted.
“Happy Birthday,” Ozzie said to me, kissing me on the forehead as we watched elephants
run rogue in their natural habitat. We wore what we were told was a hill tribe’s clothing so the
elephants wouldn’t get confused. Our shirts were woven stripes in various colors. Mine was a
combination of blue, magenta, orange, green, yellow. Ozzie’s was black with white stripes.
Dressed in different colors, I wasn’t sure what to think about Ozzie or what would happen to us
away from this city, away from our wicker room.
The mother elephant bulged at her side pregnant with a future elephant. There were two
more energetic and rambunctious elephants. I wasn’t much of an animal person. The size and
movements of these elephants terrified me, yet bathing and feeding elephants was something I
wanted to do on my birthday. Ozzie played with, washed, and fed the elephants with ease and
enthusiasm. My shoulders tensed up anytime they came near me. Were they gentle or would they
harm me?
I didn’t know how to be around Ozzie in the real world. Inside of our wicker room for the
last three days, we didn’t leave each other. Outside of it, Ozzie roamed barefoot and carefree
taking in all the experiences he could. I felt lonely watching him feed elephants bananas. My
body longed for his touch. I came to realize, I didn’t know him at all. Our wicker room was a
time warp. Five days felt like five years, but outside of it, we were just two people from two
different countries. I was flying south that evening to continue my job teaching and he was
taking a bus on a winding mountain road north that afternoon to continue his travels.
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I finally let go of the fear and asked Ozzie to take a photo of me lying beside a baby
elephant. The baby elephant was maybe a few months old resting beneath its mother. The baby,
shielded from the sun, slept valiantly. I formed my body to be the big spoon and smiled. My
smile was relaxed. Once Ozzie got the photo of me, one of the elephant sanctuary workers came
over.
“Get out very carefully,” he urged. I stood up without any issue, unaware.
“You could’ve been squished,” he worried. The several ton mother elephant stood right
above me and the baby elephant. If she’d stepped in any direction, she could’ve broken my bones
or killed me. I had put myself in danger without realizing it.
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COMMANDMENTS
My mother’s brother, Uncle Carl, sent me a happy birthday message when I got to the
Chiang Mai airport and waited for the late-night flight back to Phuket. He was the closest male
figure I had in my family. The least disappointing. The message started off by telling me to live
life to the fullest, and not forget that life is precious. “Things I thought I understood about God’s
word are so so much more real,” he said.
“Why do I include this in a ‘Happy Birthday’ message? Well, I want you to have the
same assurance and joy that I am feeling now. As your uncle and sponsor, you need to hear this
from me. You know that there have been some posts lately that could be considered a little
inappropriate; especially for kids like Jamison.”
He was talking about my body in bikinis on beaches. And he was talking about his son,
my cousin, who was eight or nine at the time seeing my body in bikinis on beaches. Carl was
concerned about what his young son would think of my body on beaches and not say to him,
“this is a body, this is normal.”
“I know thought that ‘it’s all part of the experience’ and also that I have done plenty of
questionable things in the past, especially around your age. Still, I want you to take your
decisions seriously over there. As I said before, we are not always guaranteed the next day.
Consider your Heavenly Father and Grandma Betty during the tough decisions. Choose wisely
and be the bright light of compassion and joy that God has created you to be.”
The only social media posts I’d made recently, were photos Haley took of me in swim
suits. Me letting people see my body. Me not letting my family or God shame me. This meant
that sometimes my social media followers could see my tan lines, my chest carefully cradled in
full coverage bikini tops. Just me at the beach.
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I don’t know what Carl could sense from those photographs. Did he know the strangers I
spent nights with in the dark? Did he know I wasn’t going to church? Did he know that I’d let
myself trust a man, just this once?
“I want to end with a verse of the day from my Bible app: ‘Know therefore that the
LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand
generations of those who love him and keep his commandments.’ Deuteronomy 7:9. We love
you Lindsey and we miss you much. Enjoy your birthday. God bless.”
Behind all the confusing language, behind the “God is God” riddle, my translation of the
verse said, “Stop fucking around and get back to worshipping God on your knees.”
Unfortunately for my uncle and my family, I was not in Thailand for God. I was in Thailand for
me.
At the airport, Ozzie far away on a bus to Pai, I ordered a Bloody Mary for myself and
the last hours I had of my 23rd birthday. I sipped the seasoned tomato juice through a straw. My
lips puckered at the sour. My tongue enflamed at the spice. I was not in Thailand for body and
blood of Christ. I was there for my body and this blood spiked with vodka.
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MEN IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD
I knew at a very young age that I was a desirable object and that I could be a desirable
object. My father, sister, and I used to be play baseball or football in our street in front of our
house. It was summer evening muggy in Minnesota, the fading of light right before the
mosquitos really start to bite. My father threw softballs high into the air, while my sister, Jordan,
and I would run and catch them with our mitts. Jordan was better as she was beyond eleven and I
was nearly eight. I’d cheat instead, hitting her boobs that had just recently formed, kicking her
butt so I could stand a chance to catch the large neon green ball in the air. Even though I cheated
by beating my sister’s growing femininity, I still couldn’t catch the lobbed ball, because I was
afraid of it and always closed my eyes at the last minute.
This one particular evening could have been one of many morphed together in my mind.
It could have happened once or it could have happened three times or every week, though when I
return to it in my mind, it is consistent. Baseball, fighting my sister to catch dad’s throw, glowing
muggy light, and a drunk man on a bicycle. We did not know his name, but I knew his slurs and
wobbles. I knew his glossy gray eyes and the way they watched my sister’s body and my body
run for the ball.
“Looking for another player?” He asked my dad.
“No thanks, man, just me and my girls,” my dad responded.
“Your girls,” he slurred, “They’re really really very beautiful…beautiful beautiful girls.”
Though his eyes blinked lazily, it was his look I can’t forget even now. A look that made
me aware of my own skin, of curves that had not yet formed, of lips that were young and soft, of
body inches that would be touched, that people wanted to touch. Hair that men wanted to brush
out of my face or pull. But he didn’t want my sister and me older, he wanted us now as children.

55

“We’d like to get back to our game now,” my dad said.
“Really…really…beautiful,” the man slurred once again.
“You need to go dude,” my dad said, “get out of here.”
The man biked along down the road swerving back and forth on the asphalt. He returned
to the house on the corner where people drank and did drugs all day in the summer. They all sat
on a picnic table smoked, drank, and listened to Uncle Cracker through loud speakers. From that
day, I didn’t want to chase the ball if they were out there on the corner and especially if he was
out there on the corner. He’d sometimes sit on the curb outside our house as if waiting for us and
wouldn’t leave unless our dad told him to.
*
Our dad wouldn’t stay forever to protect us. Two years later, he’d move out on a different
muggy day in August. In the middle of the day, not when the sun glowed, and the mosquitos
woke up. It as a house of women: my mother, my sister, and me. Three women whose bodies
were watched through neighborhood windows. We kept a light on downstairs no matter what,
my mother wanted safety over an electric bill.
The strange thing was, I felt safer on the inside, freer on the inside. When my dad left, the
space was ours. He used to carry a weight around with him from room to room—a physical
weight and an emotional weight that choked me out. I couldn’t understand why I felt so free. I
was sad he was gone but at the same time I felt relief. The outside, however, seemed less safe.
I was only allowed to ride my bike back and forth the same three blocks where my
mother could see me. My mother warned me not to change in front of my bedroom window. She
warned me to keep on light on downstairs. My mother hoped that men in the neighborhood
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wouldn’t recognize immediately that it was only us three. In case, she kept a baseball bat and her
purse by her bed.
The three of us were strong in our minds and in our emotions, but we were not strong
physically. My mother didn’t carry the same amount of threat my dad could. My mother’s body
was vulnerable. My sister’s body and my body were cotton dolls on a shelf in a display window.
At night we kept all three of our bodies in one room. Jordan and I slept on the floor of my
mother’s bedroom, on a cot that my grandmother lent us. Some evenings, I’d sleep beside my
mother if the spot wasn’t taken by my sister. One night, my sister knocked the television off the
stand onto her legs. It took all of us to lift it off her. When we weren’t sleeping on the floor
beside our mother, we slept on the couches in the living room where my father used to sleep. Our
eyes fading, blinking to darkness. The blue light of the television screen covered our faces, that
way someone always believed we were wake.
*
The bathroom was ripped apart for remodeling. The bathtub was removed. Walls came
down. We were exposed to the bare ribs of our home. Striated walls, pieces of paneling that was
falling apart. It was gutted. Light fixtures unscrewed revealing the bare bulb. The one window
removed so us women could remain anonymous, unseen. It was too dangerous to use, so my
grandfather established a make-shift bathroom in our stone basement. Without a man living
inside of it, my house shrunk into itself like a woman was supposed to.
Our basement made of concrete smelled of cobwebs: concrete walls, concrete floors,
exposed pipes, daddy long legs in corners watching us, the crunch of dirt beneath my feet when I
walked down there. My grandfather put up two-by-four wooden beams covered in clear plastic
tarp to give us false idea of walls. One was the concrete basement wall, one was a plastic sheet,
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and the other was another plastic sheet. The fourth wall was not a wall at all, but an open space
that breathed and shifted. He moved our bathroom sink and mirror with attached lights down in
our plastic room. He moved our toilet into the plastic room. And he moved a bathtub into the
plastic bathroom.
I hated bathing in the plastic bathroom, but what was even worse was showering in the
plastic rectangle just outside the plastic bathroom. I never cared to be clean and would avoid
basic hygiene. The bathtub in the basement beneath the ground where no one could see us was a
place Jordan found peace. If there was one thing she could control, it was her bathing time.
While I avoided cleanliness all together, Jordan spent entire evenings underground in the
basement bathtub.
One evening, while my sister was in the tub, my mother stepped outside to take out the
trash. She heard a movement in the trees next to our home. When she confronted the noise, she
saw a man lying on his belly, his eye peering into one of the twelve square glass windows that
attached to our concrete basement. Quickly, he stood from where he was and darted around the
house for a speedy escape.
My mother called the police and my dad, who both did nothing, but made us feel better.
The police took a statement and watched around the neighborhood for our peeper in the dark. My
dad demanded that he stay the night on his couch in case the creep tried to come back.
Us women learned that night that the peeping man had scrapped the pain off our
basement windows so that he could clearly see into our open concept plastic wrap bathroom. So
that he could clearly see my sister bathe. And therefore, see me bathe and therefore see my
mother bathe. Had he seen us all naked? Or just the other two women I lied with that had
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developed bodies? Did he watch my body hoping to see something that would eventually come?
Or did he prefer my smooth flat skin?
My father did stay the night on his couch, though it was only one night, and then he left
the next morning thinking he was a hero for clocking in sleep hours in our home. He was
appalled at what happened. Never wanted his girls to feel exposed. Never wanted his girls to feel
threatened. Never wanted his girls to be the object of a stare that came from the other side of a
window.
If anything was clear, it was that my father’s presence did nothing. If he’d lived there or
not lived there, men in the neighborhood would still wait outside our windows for a peek. It also
didn’t matter if he was outside playing catch with us, men in the neighborhood would still stop
on their bikes and drool and stare and say we were beautiful girls. Beautiful. Beautiful girls. This
was what they wanted me to know. And without saying so, they wanted me to know they could
stare as long as they wanted through any window.
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DESERTED
When I dreamed of being a teacher in Phuket, I dreamed of being an inspiration to my
students and then grading papers by the beach. I dreamed of not having to work that hard. I
dreamed of developing close and beautiful connections. None of this happened. The students
were loud and obnoxious, and I didn’t know how to actually communicate with them given our
language differences. I was too exhaust to go to the beach at the end of the workday. My
teaching uniform was rigid, and I had to be a real adult with a real job.
From April until June Ozzie was my escape. All day, we’d send messages, videos,
photos. We said goodnight and good morning. We used the word “miss” a lot especially on
sunset occasions. Especially on rainy morning occasions, late night drunk occasions. At school,
if there was spicy fish for lunch, I was talking to Ozzie, keeping my head down away from other
teachers, eating plain white rice with soy sauce. I spent more time thinking about Ozzie than I
did thinking about lesson plans or curriculum or grading. I spent more time telling our story than
I did talking about who I was and why I was here in this world.
I imagined he was with me like a ghost I could call on demand. I went from apprehensive
to obsessive because he felt like the only good thing I had. And I didn’t want him to go away. I
imagined him in my bed. When I drove my motorbike, I imagined him behind me holding my
hips. I imagined him beside me at weekend waterfalls, on the long stretch of Bang Tao Beach, at
every special family restaurant. I once floated in the turquoise ocean alone and touched myself
thinking of him. I bobbed up and down suspended near the surface, my hand under my swimsuit.
Afterwards, I told him about it on Facebook Messenger, our main form of communication.
He said he was coming back to me. His plan was to travel through northern Thailand,
Laos, and hope from island to island until he ended up in Phuket. I spent my days and weekends
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planning what we would do, where we would eat, where we would fuck. He said he was coming
back to me for a whole week. During that week, we would revitalize what we had in Chiang Mai.
He would come close to me and I would let him in closer.
At the end of May and the beginning of June, my conversation lengthened, and his
conversation shortened. Our worlds were becoming more and more separate. I was in Phuket,
with a lease and monthly bills and a job, favorite restaurants, and consistent friends. He was
passing through. Every place for him was a sexy new adventure, with sexy new women, new
places to get drunk. Every place was shiny and fresh. Rain season was settling on the island.
Weeks or days of clouds and downpours. Ponchos on motorbikes. I was drenched. Waiting. A
red pin on a map for stability, stuck in far, and hard to pull out.
Mid-June, when we were supposed to share a bed again, his messages stopped all
together. It became clear he was not coming, and that I was a memory.
Hey I tried to message you on Facebook. Miss our boat that last two days to wasted
won’t be in Phuket until tomorrow. Sorry for fucking you about.
My fantasy of us that lived in my imagination, was crushed and I was humiliated.
So now that you have one last night you’re going to see if you can get your dick wet? I
typed and sent feeling unhinged and crazy. At the time, I always thought I had to be strong and
wild never soft. A harsh unbelievable intensity. I took a walk around my neighborhood. The rain
sprinkled on my shoulders. My face drenched in blue light. My fingers typed quickly,
impulsively.
Haha no was just letting you know I wasn’t going to make it.
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This hurt more, rubbing it in that he didn’t really care. My feet moved forward from one
broken sidewalk to the next broken sidewalk. My heart moving as fast as my feet. I sent four
blocks of text I couldn’t resist from typing.
The first one said, Obviously, I emotionally invested in this more than you did because to
me this wasn’t just a fuck. I liked you.
The second one said, I really didn’t think you were a fuck boy, but I guess you’re just like
all the other generic fuck boys I’ve known.
The third one said, What a shame, I guess I’ll have to find someone else to lick this
perfectly smooth pussy.
The fourth said, Peace bra, have a nice life.
Okay, so yeah I was dramatic and yeah I seemed fucking crazy, but I felt fucking crazy. It
was as though something was set off, an old wound reopened and rubbed in salt. I could barely
see it, a man walking away from me. I could barely feel it, betrayal. I could barely hear it, the
sound of my father’s voice in my head.
*
By the next morning, I cooled down, trying to remember the present moment, but even
the present moment was designed for Ozzie to be in it. I’d pictured him in every crevice of my
life. I wanted to escape even his ghost, his ghost I created. Around noon, Ozzie texted me asking
for anything to do near the airport. Friendly, yet still fuming and harnessing a bit of hope, I told
him there was a beach nearby but that I didn’t know exactly, because I wasn’t near that part of
the island.
You’re really far away. I didn’t know this island was so big I thought it was like Koh Phi
Phi.
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Yeah, it takes an hour for me to drive to the airport.
Is it too far for me to see you tonight?
It wasn’t clear to me then, what exactly I craved from another person. Only that I craved.
I was hungry all the time. Despite Ozzie’s average mind, average emotional intelligence, average
humor, it was more than I’d witnessed before, so I craved him. He snuck between my teeth
gooey and hard to remove. I felt him on my breath still, on the back of my tongue, and every
time I exhaled he filled the air near my lips. My empty stomach gnawed on what remained of
him months ago. Only bones. My pupils dialated wide open, waiting to let him in. There wasn’t
much left of him in my veins. It was too hot in Thailand and I’d flushed him out with liters of
plastic water bottles from 7 Eleven.
My want put on my motorbike helmet, strapped it tight to my chin. My want turned the
ignition, kicked up the kick stand, revved the bike to life. My want drove me from Kathu
surrounded by hillsides north through Thalang, passed wats and villages that were unfamiliar.
My want drove me into the night, the sun minutes beneath the earth. A velvet coolness on my
skin. My ravished stomach grumbling, seeking, inverting against the night chill.
*
We were three green beers in at a quiet local bar where no one would recognize me as a
teacher. Ozzie shared his travel stories about scuba diving in Koh Tao, getting fucked up at some
old bowling alley in Laos (apparently it was the only thing to do there besides opiates), going on
Blanco’s booze cruise multiple times per my recommendation. I shared stories about my
students, about living on this island, about being half-miserable and home nowhere in sight on
the calendar. I also apologized for calling him a fuck boy. He said it wasn’t a big deal.
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Like most men who come close to me, he laughed at me. As he once said to me in Chiang
Mai, he liked my stories, liked the way I expressed and spoke. We resembled old friends but we
always felt like old friends.
I was at the perfect level of buzzed, when we paid for our beers and wandered to the
nearby beach, Nai Yang, alongside Sirithat National Park. This wasn’t my part of Phuket, so it
felt like a woody fantasy world. We couldn’t see where we were going on the beach at first.
Ozzie guided me, my hand in his hand, my feet on unexplored sand, but each time I stepped in
the dark, the sand was soft and cool. There were no rocks, no danger. Our eyes adjusted once we
got closer to the waves breathing in and out. The moon glazed us in blue night frosting, I could
see the breaks on the waves, the patterns of the sand mounds. The trees north of the island that
made me feel like I was somewhere else, not Phuket. Not the island I was learning, but a whole
new place. I hadn’t left the island for two months, but Ozzie made it feel new.
Ozzie’s fingers brushed the lines on my arm.
“Looks healed.”
The tattoo had taken roots, settling into my arm, and became part of me.
We lied in the sand, our bodies bent in a mirror image, reflecting off each other and the
moon.
“I’ve been a little miserable without you.” I said. “I think I hate teaching and I think I
hate Thailand. I just want to go see things and run around and explore places like you or with
you.”
“I wish you could come with me too,” we both believed this.
“Do you miss me?” I asked, not afraid to step closer to the pushing our bodies together
portion of the night.
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“I thought about you in every country I went through,” he said, “you’re not like anyone I
met.”
I didn’t know how to keep Ozzie’s attention, his affection, so I threw sex at him in the
hopes he would stay interested. His mouth covered my mouth, shielding me from the moon.
Then our mouths moving together. Then me on top of him. Then our shorts sliding down or
moving to the side. Then our bodies pushing our skin together—pushing far enough, hard
enough, to pass through each other. Then our hair full of sand.
We searched for an empty bungalow on the beach where we could hide away and have
each other fully, but they were all locked. We drove my bike back to his lime green hotel and got
a room. We rinsed sand off our bodies. I watched the water drip down his tattooed legs. I didn’t
know what else to do, so I did what I knew best. I threw more sex on our flame in the hopes it
would grow brighter. Our bodies fell into familiar positions that made us scream. He splashed
my own wetness onto my stomach. We were swimming. I was drowning in myself and Ozzie,
falling deeper below the surface in to the darkness and depths. I had to submerge slowly so as
not to get sick, so as not to get dizzy.
When we were done, he bought us two toasties so we could revitalize. Our eyes blinked
at each other and then grew heavy trying to keep the moment for as long as possible. Our flame
dwindling. The sleep washed us clean, and the moment was gone forever.
*
Weeks later, I found photos of women on his Facebook. A month later, I met someone
who had a threesome with Ozzie two weeks after our wicker room. I tried to talk. I tried to
express how I felt, but my messages went unread or were received with little attention. Ozzie
went back to New Zealand. Then to the UK. Then back to New Zealand. Somehow, it all felt like

65

my fault. I blamed myself for being too honest, too open. Slowly, his ghost that I’d planted all
over my world in Phuket, faded. I sat in my world, alone, not moving, and grieved, hoping no
one could see hear my crying through my bedroom window.
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MEN IN MASKS
If my father taught me anything it was indulgence. When looking at the scales of
intimacy, he was on one side hovering on intensity, of saying yes—always. Together, we were
supposed to push through uncomfortable and find ourselves at the other end, but the other end
was not a regular relationship with boundaries, but it was a relationship that could only exist in
the form of fun. It was a carnival of a relationship. It was our arms smushed together by the
gravity of the Scrambler. Were we close enough then? If we skated on ice, making slashes in the
frozen lake, would he spell out “I’m sorry?” Or would we always be trying to have fun?
My father only took my sister and I for the day if it was an event. Dinner at a restaurant
I’d never been. An afternoon at an arcade I’d always wanted to go—Chuck E Cheese. A double
feature at a movie theatre on Christmas Day so we wouldn’t have to speak. Football games.
Basketball games I didn’t want to attend. We moved quickly from event to event, because if
we’d stayed still, the creeping feeling of regret would flow through him. He entertained. A clown
father, that way I would never be disappointed. But I always was. Rather, he entertained with
funnel-caked stories and shallow-conversation tokens so that I couldn’t bring up the
disappointment I felt.
A year after my parents’ divorce, my father took my sister and me to the Minnesota State
Fair. We walked in circles down French Fry avenues, the smell of deep fry wafting in the air. He
led the way through crowds of warm-skinned strangers. I followed behind him on the path he
paved. I filled my stomach with pronto pups. Buckets of cookies tumbled down my throat
keeping my mouth silent and swallowing, no objections or rejections were possible. My father
tried to remain shiny, juggling cotton candy and corn on the cob in the muggy sugar air.
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Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” played in the distance, a liquid nitrogen smoke crawled
towards us. The multi-floor mansion painted a bright magenta on the outside was a terror on the
inside. A rod iron fence surrounded the yard. The green grass was speckled with gravestones.
Two flag poles hoisted black flags with white skulls and bones. Skeletons appeared to be
crawling out of the grass. People dressed as Michael Jackson, Freddy Krueger, and Jack Sparrow
waited outside to greet us. A sign read, “Haunted House Entrance,” below it read, “fully airconditioned.”
Our language between bites said, “no,” and “come on” and “no.” I usually remained
strong in my boundary against horror and scares, but that has only been determined after my
father pushed that boundary all of my childhood. The year before when we went to the State
Fair, he made Jordan and me ride “The Super Shot,” that dropped us suddenly all the way to the
ground. Once they unclicked my harness, I cried.
When my dad lived at home, he had us watch a multitude of slasher films like Halloween
and other monster movies like Jaws. I watched virgins get slaughtered when they misbehaved. I
watched priests save children from the devil. I cried over men in masks, including my uncle
Dave, who dressed as Michael Meyers every Halloween and stood on street corners in the
neighborhood. Cried over sharks with wide open mouths. I cried often. Everything terrified me.
“Come on, it will be fine, pretty girl,” my father said. He had a way of saying “come on it
will be fine,” in a way that made me believe him, despite the evidence built up over many years
of things not being fine.
“Don’t be a scardy cat,” he teased.
“Lindsey’s scared of everything,” he said to Jordan.
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I really wanted to say no, but I hadn’t spent quality carnival-like time with my dad for
over a month, and it would be even longer once school started. We didn’t have a “stay with dad
for a weekend” type of relationship. He lived with his girlfriend, Kathy, who I’d never met and
never wanted to meet. He’d fallen in love with this other woman, and from what we knew, she
sucked, and Jordan and I wanted nothing to do with her.
I didn’t get much time with Dad. Once or twice a month, when I did see him, it was fastpaced and covered in endless breadsticks-level of entertainment. Yet, despite my father leaving
me behind because a woman wanted him, I felt I bad for him. His shirts were ragged and filthy
as if he was always behind on laundry. His hair was disheveled because my mother wasn’t
around to schedule his haircuts. He was a Lean Cuisine man, who looked like someone who
needed a home-cooked meal.
I told him okay. Dad bought the tickets for all three of us. We entered the haunted house
through a sinister wall of smoke. Damp mildew scent cascaded off the smoke and into our noses.
Electric candlelight flickered on the walls. A crash of thunder and lightning boomed over us,
likely from a huge speaker in a corner, but to me it sounded as though it came directly from
outside even though I knew the sun was shining beyond the walls.
“Enter if you dare,” said the sign on the wall, and we dared. We walked a narrow dark
path, passed a butcher chopping up bodies. Intestines came out like sausage links. Monsters
lunged at me though never touched me. I held onto the back of Jordan’s shirt and shrank my
body behind her so nothing evil could see me. My dad walked behind me casually observing the
lights the smoke the jump scares. He was unphased and left too much space behind me. I felt
exposed, sensing the air-conditioned draft instead of a warm body that would protect me.

69

“Little pretty girl, wanna play?” A cackling witch asked me. I couldn’t understand how
she could see me in the dark. She brewed a potion of children’s bodies. I shook my head at her,
same way I shook my head at the men in my neighborhood asking if I wanted to play. We passed
the bed of a young girl possessed. Her body contorted in strange positions. Her face covered in
gashes, no longer beautiful, a pentagram carved out on the floor. We passed a malevolent clown
with a crooked smile on his face, a red balloon in hand. Another man in a mask growling at me.
Entertaining me and harming me at the same time. I hid behind my sister, while my father
meandered behind us, laughing at the spectacle.
Then, in the midst of truly hating every moment, there was one more major scare. A
tunnel of villains and serial killers from horror films my father has shown me in the last ten years
when he stayed up late, and slept on the couch, before he moved away. Some monsters were
behind bars reaching out their rotting arms as far as they could to get us. The odious creatures
were chained at their wrists thrashing to break free from their cells. They reached out to us on
our narrow path, grasping for our bodies to kill. I felt the hands of a zombie on my shoulder.
Then the hands of Dracula. Then the grasp of Jason, Freddy, but it was the grasp of Michael
Meyers at the end of the row of cells that frightened me the most. It wasn’t only his face that
brought fear, it was the sound of Halloween and the idea of fear the film brought into my home
that terrified me.
Instead of hiding next to Dad or hiding next to Jordan, I ducked down behind Jordan,
ducked so low that my hands found the floor to save myself from the creatures above me. My
fingers brushed through the sticky matted carpet combing their way to the exit. Even when my
palm pressed into the discarded gum of a stranger, I crawled onward. The skin of my bare knees
pushing me forward.
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“I’m a Christian! I’m a virgin!” I yelled. The monsters continued to react for me on the
floor. I could feel their reach. I yelled even louder to fight them off.
“I’m a CHRISTIAN! I’m a VIRGIN!”
I’d honestly believed that the power of Christ and my untouched body would keep the
adults in masks away from me. But these weren’t just adults, they were pure evil. I knew in my
Bible reading heart that religion could save me from any evil as long as I recited The Lord’s
Prayer every night. And for the most part, it could save me in a horror film. As for the virginity
part, I’d not yet bled. I’d not yet been touched. I was a child. Therefore, I must have been
absolutely pure. The sins of the flesh had captured my father, but they had not captured me.
What I knew even more was that Mary was a virgin, a juicy sacred virgin, with a goddamn halo.
I was a virgin to the best of my young knowledge, therefore I was also sacred. In my mind, it
was as though the power of Vacation Bible School guitar sing-alongs and the three nativity
scenes in my mother’s house warded the evil monsters off as I crawled through the rest of the
haunted house.
The light of the outside cut through the darkness. Everything was white until my eyes
adjusted to the flashing corn dog lights. The crowd of regular fat virtuous people. The sound of
people smushing against each other from place to place. And I was free.
“I’m a Christian. I’m a virgin,” my dad mocked, laughing at my expense.
I cried, as I usually did when things were scary and as I usually did when Dad gave me a
hard time.
“Ahh, Linds, I’m sorry,” Dad said pulling me in for a hug as I cried, “I didn’t know you
were that scared.”
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My tears dripped onto the thinning fabric of Dad’s shirt, which smelled of construction
work and sleeping on the sofa at night.
“I feel kinda bad now,” he said.
*
When my father dropped us off at home, my skin was still sticky with sweat, fair food
sweetness, and horror dust. I wasn’t sure when I would see him next, he never said. I think it was
a “love you, see you soon,” whatever soon meant to him. The edges of my block were empty of
killers, no clowns in drains, and my home was so decked out in crosses, the devil couldn’t
breathe there. The sun drifted behind the maple trees. For a few hours, there would be no men
trying to look through our windows. But as the late summer darkness encroached, the men would
be peeking into our basement windows, and my father would be sixty miles away.
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CHURCH
My mother asked me if I was going to church in Phuket. I told her that there were no
churches here, only Wats and pagodas. She sucked her teeth at my response.
“There's maybe one cross I've seen, but if I went it wouldn't be in English.” She sucked
her teeth again at this.
“Maybe I'll read the Bible or something.” I told my mother I'd read the Bible any time I
skipped church, but I never cracked that thing open, and I didn't pack it during my cross-country
move. No, Phuket didn't have a church, not in congregations, not in sermons or white people
shaking hands, but it did have Bangla Road.
After Ozzie stopped responding to my messages, I went just about anywhere a man could
be in the hopes that I could recreate what we had with someone else. This meant that I spent full
weekends and most weeknights on Bangla Road. I dressed for the experience in crop tops and
denim shorts. I glossed different lipsticks on my lips: green, purple, orange. I slabbed charcoals,
silvers, and gold on my eyelids. I outlined my eyebrows and shaded them in. I purchased
Gilbey’s vodka or gin, but if I was poor at the end of the month, I drank Sangsom with lemonlime Schwepps. I pre-gamed in my living room with one friend or several friends. Then I went
out exposing my knees and shoulders, looking like a tourist.
My routine was to go to the cheap tequila bar first down one of the side alleys. They gave
out four tequila shots for 100 Baht, which I shared with other made-up women. Then came the
White Room. My nose was dusted with highlighter, and it glowed whenever I walking to The
White Room. At the center was a crowded dance floor. When I stood in the middle of it, I looked
around me at the dancing bodies to find a face, any face that resembled something handsome,
something beautiful, something that looked at me. Often, on this search for someone to come
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home with me, I would find no one. The good-looking ones had women already. The averagelooking ones were awkward or didn’t interest me enough. So, I danced alone.
The DJ above the crowd yelled “Put your hands up, put your fucking hands up,” so I did.
I did every weekend. Most weeknights. I raised my hands in the air, my palms open to receive. I
closed my eyes swaying back and forth, feeling the electric dance music in my heart and soul. I
jumped and danced, my feet off the ground, sparkling bottles of Grey Goose around me.
I did what I wanted with my body in The White Room. I drank buckets of strawberry
daquiris, chewing on ice every sip. I danced until my ankles hurt. If I was lucky, I would reach
the goal of taking someone home with me. I met Omar with dark eyes and dark skin, a bright
smile and an Israeli accent. I kissed him on the side of the road on the curb by McDonalds. I took
him home with me and out bodies flopped together on my olive-green sheets. Andrew met me on
Halloween, spent the night two weekends in a row, and kicked me out of his bed on the last
morning.
Most nights did not end in a hook-up and felt wasteful. On those nights, I ordered greasy
food and carried it with me to a motorbike taxi driver, who usually drove me home for 200 Baht.
The man would rev the bike. I’d put on his extra helmet and hold the warm food between his
body and my body. I’d put my arms around the older Thai man, too exhausted to keep distance,
too afraid of falling off the back of the bike. Too drunk to care about personal space.
“Tesco Lotus Kathu,” I’d say to him.
He’d drive off into the cool humid air without any other language exchanged. I’d hear the
wind in my helmet, and the crashing of ocean waves to the left of me. The streetlights would
rush by me on the right. He’d weave his way up the Patong hill. Right and then left and then
right. Rocking me to near sleep. On the way down the Patong Hill, officially in Kathu, he did not
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have to rev the bike, only flow with the momentum. Up high the lights of Kathu were orange and
white. The humidity visible above the city. I’d rest my hands behind me on the back rim of the
motorbike. Tilt my head slightly back. Feel the wind on my arms and chest, the way it brushed
the hair on my legs. He’d drop me off on the side of the road next to the Tesco Lotus. I’d walk
the rest of the way in and out of the gold streetlights. I’d pull out my greasy chicken sandwich or
burger and eat it on the walk home. No sound beside my chewing, the chirping of bugs, and my
footsteps.
*
After Ozzie, I grew more desperate to find someone to replace him, so I swiped on Tinder
until I matched with reasonably looking people. One was a DJ from Australia, who told me I
looked lonely. He said, “I can tell you’ve been hurt before.” We never actually met up. I was
worried he saw too much of me. Besides DJs, the only other visitors to the island were guys
staying on Muay Thai Road, a stretch of Chalong where men fought and boxed and lifted for
about a week until they moved on to other Asian countries or back to their home countries.
Thing about these Tiger Muay Thai types was that they cared so much about their bodies.
Their arms were scepters, their core was the Lost Ark. They only put sacred things in their
bodies because they reserved all their energy for fighting. As a result, they were incredibly
boring and they only talking about how sore they were. My favorite type of man for a while was
someone whose body was strewn out meat with a brain that weight less than an ounce. Men who
wanted to outline their bodies with new packs of muscle to keep people out. Built moats of sweat
and pain around them. The muscle padded their bodies so anyone who touched them didn’t really
touch them. I understood, my body was once holy. I was taught my body was a sanctuary where
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only the right person with a Bible and a clean dick could come in. But my body was no longer a
temple, so what was it?
Their profiles read like this: “What’s up? I’m Tyler. Training Muay Thai for the week.
Looking at having some fun and meeting exciting people.” The profile often had a photo of a
man lying next to a tiger, or a man DJing, or a man in a beach photo with the lads. “Fun and
exciting people” meant they wanted to hook up any way they could, but they were often too tired
to travel to you for it as they had their muscles on ice or were sleeping after a hard beating from
another muscly man.
Their profiles showed they had thighs of Grecian gods. Religious thighs that showed me
the secret of life. If I bit into it, it was the fountain of youth. My skin would stay smooth, my
body would forever be limber. Their buns were mounds of round holiness. If I touched them,
they could show me the future. Their semen was harvested from smoothie bowls and health
wraps, so it was pertinent to get every last nutritious drop.
But they had minds of cavemen. When I explained to them on Tinder that I was actually
living here, teaching high school theatre, their eyes glazed over. When I explained further that I
was a writer, their brains scrambled into goop and all they could say to me was “you should
come over.”
“LOL now?”
“Yeah, why not? I don’t have training until the morning.”
I spoke to many of them on Tinder, but I only met one of them. His name was Florian
from Germany and I was so upset about Ozzie not loving me that I went to Muay Thai Road
twice to meet him, watch horrible television, have empty conversation, and get off.

76

Pretty boy Flo invited me over after talking to me for two seconds. I had to teach in the
morning and was already lying in bed, but I thought of Ozzie far away on an island in the
Philippines kissing people that weren’t me. I thought of that patch of beach where we spent one
night together on this island. There was likely at least one grain of sand on my floor from that
beach night. I threw my blanket off of me, pulled on a pair of shorts. I hopped on my bike and
drove twenty minutes south to Chalong in the night.
Florian had blonde hair, a clean face and was leaner than I expected. I expected
Renaissance Fair Turkey legs as thighs glistening in shiny grease, but his legs were regular. He
invited me to watch TV with him, but out of all the American movies that were on it was 2012,
starring John Cusack. He didn't really talk to me much. We sat by side by side, watching the
disaster flick. He offered me a beer, which I took to loosen up a little. He did not drink with me,
only water for him, he said to me. He had to wake up ridiculously early for training in the
morning. He kissed me once. Our mouths and tongues got bored of the movie. Then he forced
my head down on his body. Once I felt the pure salt of him in my mouth, I said goodbye and he
asked to see me again this week.
*
Later that week, I filled my body with liters of Chang, a bucket of daquiri, and any other
shot of cheap tequila I could find. My body flowed through the crowd looking for people to fall
asleep next to. Mt face glistened with a sweaty red glow. I texted Florian to come meet me out,
but he could not handle one drop of alcohol as he had a big fight the next day. He told me to
come over instead. I sobered up just slightly enough to feel good to drive, even though I
shouldn't have drove. I motorbiked to Florian’s sad boxing street and attached to his mouth when
he opened the door.
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This time we did not pretend to enjoy a movie. We went straight to work. I got on top and
made a lot of sensual noises, lots of oohs and aahs and yeahs. Florian made practically no noises,
he didn't even breathe with his mouth open. I bounced up and down while he watched the TV of
another shitty American movie. I continued to try my best, but Florian's face was completely
disinterested. He lied there watching a flickering television and dreaming of Thai boxing.
Then he took my hips and shoved me off of him. He took off the condom and continued
to stare at the TV and grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled my mouth towards his pelvis. I
finished the job while he enjoyed Nick Cage on his television set. My body closed its eyes while
his body was too closed off to move at all.
“You should go,” he said. “I have training in the morning.”
“But I'm tired,” I said.
“You have to go now.”
“Let me just sleep for like 10 minutes.”
He started pushing me off his mattress.
“Get the fuck out,” Florian yelled and continued yelling while I dressed, and kept yelling
until I got on my motorbike and started it up.
I drove and none of it made sense. I couldn't understand why he cared so little or why he
pushed me off of him or why he got so angry so quickly. I could never handle men yelling at me,
it always ended in tears. I drove and cried the entire ride home. My tears fell out of my eyes and
rippled to my ears. The wind whipping me in the face. I cried loudly in full heaving gasps, crying
with a screech and moan. I cried like an actual child or a drunk child. The cool wind brushed my
forearms raising the skin. I cried under that full moon. I cried until the tears fell down my neck
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and onto my chest. They could have flooded my shoes if they wanted to. My body, when finally
home, fell into my bed an open vacant thing, not a sanctuary, but an echoing hollow room.
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ORIGIN STORIES
Men, to me, were bad because they were horny. I learned this at an early age, a formative
age. Men in the family ruined great companionships because of their need to feel wanted. I saw
this in my father when I heard that his lover, Kathy, was nothing like my mother. That she was
aggressive and commanded what she wanted from him. She made him feel bad about himself.
She “challenged him.” My mother was kind and soft, like me. I’d been fed the narrative that it
was the other women that were the trouble. Pulling men from their homes and wives and
children. It wasn’t as if the men in the family were being dragged by the parts that expressed
their desires. A string wrapped around their pelvis. The men walked out of their warm homes,
hair pressed with gel, shirt smoothed, heart aching to be seen by as many women as possible.
I came from a family of want, of straying for desire. The oldest tale my grandmother tells
me, is the story of my God-loving, good-willed uncle, Moe, who cheated on his spouse, Christie.
My grandmother tells it like an origin story. The origin of desire so strong it shook households.
See, Moe had fallen in love with a woman I would come to know as my Aunt Patty. Moe and
Patty’s love was so strong he deserted his wife, Christie, and their two-year-old son, Jackson. At
the same time, Patty deserted her husband, bringing her three kids along. Moe and Patty’s love
was so strong they married and joined their houses together, but Moe left behind Jackson in the
pursuit of this romance.
The origin story my grandmother tells is followed by a sequel that focuses on the
aftermath of Moe’s decisions. My grandmother met with Christie. She held her grandson in her
arms. My grandmother explained to Christie that she was sorry about what happened to
Christie’s marriage, but she would continue to have a relationship with her son. Upon hearing
this, Christie ripped Jackson out of my grandmother’s arms and demanded that my grandmother
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leave immediately. I’ve been told this moment over pancakes at a breakfast table, over
margaritas at a Mexican restaurant, at the card table during Christmas. I sensed the anger Christie
deserved to have. The pain my grandmother carried for years. It would never be healed.
My cousin, Jackson, twenty-two years later, set a date to be married. We all received a
Save the Date invitation. We’d all believed the pain was behind us. Midway through winter,
Jackson sent everyone an email, explaining that the entire Wente side would not be invited to his
official wedding, not even his father. I couldn’t imagine the grudge Christie holds against Moe or
the entire family. The ache and embarrassment she felt. I could imagine the disappointment in
Jackson that he feels for Moe. That feeling of I wish I really knew you, but I don’t and I never
will. I have it too.
*
My father was the first man to break up with me. My father was 41 when he left the
family. 41 is actually a great age to leave a family, and a common age for fucking things up. The
men get some experience as a dad, but they’re still young, and somewhat not, to do whatever the
hell they wanted to do. I don’t mean that men should leave their families at 40, I just mean I
know a lot that did.
The day was August. The weather was warm and after saying, “your mother and I don’t
love each other anymore,” I was stunned sitting on the couch that he has slept on for the last two
years.
“Tell them the truth,” my mother said, tears dripping off her chin. She rocked back and
forth ferociously to calm herself.
“I met someone else,” my father said to me.
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“Who? Who is she?” I asked, which coming out of my mouth, felt like a predestined
script.
“Her name is Kathy,” he said as if surprised, as if fighting for words. “She just kind of
came onto me.”
I was ten and did not need to know the details and did not need to learn the phrase “came
onto me.”
“And honestly, I was flattered.”
I really didn’t need to know the details or want the details of how he felt.
“How long has it been?”
“Two years.”
“Two years?” This meant I was eight when it began, nine when it was in process, and ten
when he deserted us with his body and not just his mind.
There were three women in the room: my mother, my sister, and me. Our bodies were
different than his body. Our minds were softer than his mind. We were all wet in the eyes, hearts
plummeting to our toes, gasping for air through sobs. But why? But why? But why?
“You’re moving out?”
“Just for a little while,” he said, but I knew it would be permanent. I just knew.
I reached for him, but he was already so far away on the other side of the couch. I could
not touch him, and I never would touch him.
I think I yelled “You’ll never be my father,” before running up the stairs to my bedroom.
I blasted Stacie Orrico’s “More to Life” and sobbed on my bed. The pop song felt raw and real
and dark. It was cheesy and dramatic, something you might imagine a cartoon princess doing,
but I had no idea how else to process my grief.
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After telling us the awful things he did, he walked down the porch steps into his white
truck. He drove off. There is a feeling of relief in this memory, watching the golden hour shine
on his license plate. I felt choked with him there, and when he removed himself from our home, I
could breathe again. Beneath my relief was anger. Anger at him, just a little, and extremely angry
at her—this Kathy woman.
What was not on my radar for the rest of my childhood and early adulthood was the
trauma of one man, the only one who needed to love me in order to make me a functional human
being. He deserted me. I was unaware this could live in my bones, between my muscles, a
hardened tissue that inflamed when provoked.
*
A year after my dad left, his sister, my aunt Tina, had a baby boy. Her husband Dave
came out into the waiting room and said, “well at least I don’t have to worry about any of my
band mates hitting on him.”
Yes, Dave was in a band. He wore leather pants and lived for the stage. The family loved
to watch him sing. In the summers, he performed on stage as the lead in Joseph and the Amazing
Technicolor Dream Coat and the next summer as the lead in The Music Man. Dave loved to be
admired and seen.
It came out shortly after my cousin was born that Dave and Tina were separating. The
reason being, was that he had slept with a woman named Theresa, who was one of Tina’s best
friends. It had happened while Tina was with child. I decided to hate Dave, which really sucked
because I liked Dave. Not only was he ruined as a liar, but he was ruined as a cheater. What
stayed with me was that whenever he was around, I thought immediately about sex. When I was
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around him, I thought about his need for any woman’s body, and what would his thoughts be
about me when I became a woman?
I also decided to hate Theresa for no other reason besides the fact that I heard her name
negatively appear out of my mother’s mouth. What fueled my hate even further was the fact that
Theresa visited my school often to have lunch with her daughter who was three years younger
than me. I’d see her having lunch at the cafeteria while I waited in line with my friends. I
decided to be angry. When my friends asked why I was so upset, I’d point across the room at
Theresa and say, “that woman is a slut who ruined my aunt’s marriage.” Then I’d sulk and give
death glares. I don’t know what it was that made me want to hate this woman, I only knew that I
was supposed to.
*
My grandmother, balancing many failed marriages, is afraid of losing relationships with
the people who have been hurt by her sons, so she invites everyone to Christmas. Moe and Patty
and her kids are invited. Moe’s estranged son, Jackson, is invited though rarely shows. Tina and
her boyfriend are invited. Her ex-husband and his mother are invited. My dad is there. My
mother is there, along with my stepfather. All the children that exist from multiple families are
invited. But not any Other Women. They are outside the home, shivering, finding what it means
to be an Other.
But we dine with the men who have broken things and then walked away. We pray with
them hoping our shoulders rub against theirs. Spread butter over bread with them hoping they
notice us. Laugh and play cards with them hoping they think we are pleasant. I never linger with
the men. As I am reminded that most of what they want are bodies. We talk about who I am and
what I do but my voice is strained and fake. I smile to be pleasant, and eventually they turn away
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to pay attention to something else. It became clear, after many of these celebrations, that the only
way for men to really see me, was to be desirable.
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FRENCH DADDY
My mother loved a vacation from her Jesus-filled life, but as she once told me, I’m
certain she prayed every time she went potty once she arrived. She taught me long ago that
peeing and pooping were a great time to connect with the Lord.
“It’s quiet. I can focus and thank God for all that He has given me.”
She needed to pray. It was October, and she was a week and a half into a two-week
vacation in Thailand. We decided to drink all afternoon at the Chalong Bay Rum Distillery. My
mother returned from the luxurious western toilet, relieved it wasn’t a hole in the ground, freshly
prayed with wet hands. My sister and I were sucking down mint mojitos sheltered from allencompassing monsoon-pounding rain.
It was only them: my sister and mother. The three of us. The way it was supposed to be.
A most-comforting trio. Three women brought together in their resentment over one person—my
father. No father figure visited. My father was afraid of flying and being alone in the same room
with me for longer than a couple hours. My stepfather was also not interested in a twenty-fourhour flight, or the sinful godlessness of Eastern cultures.
The three of us drank, talking in our own language with our own jokes, inside
understandings. Knowing each other in ways no one knew us.
“Ladies, are the mojitos satisfactory?” Asked a French gentleman who toured us around
the distillery an hour earlier.
“So good! Thank you!” My mother exclaimed. “We’re visiting from America,
Minnesota, you were so so great.”
“Yes, thank you,” he said. “The rum it is, eh, better because we use the sugar cane instead
of molasses. It is better than the Captain Morgan in America, would you say?”
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“Yes! So goooood.” My mother praised.
“I feel as though I’ve seen you here before,” he said, studying me.
“I’m not visiting, I live here. I teach at Kajonkiet. I was here like a month ago,” I
explained.
“Ah, a teacher, yes. I thought I’ve seen you here before. You know teachers are here all
the time. You should let me know if you ever have a large group or party for the teachers. Here is
my card.”
His tanned hand slid the off-white card stock to me. Julian, it said.
“Nice to meet you, officially, Julian.”
“Pleasure, and your name?”
“Lindsey.”
The three of us didn’t know this at the time, but Julian was about the same age as my
father when he left us. Our dad left in 2003 but was born in 1962, which made him 41. Julian
was balancing on the edge of forty. My sister and mother did not think about this because they
didn’t think they would ever hear about Julian again. I did not think about this because I was too
busy staring at Julian’s face and imagining what his mouth tasted like. Julian did not know about
this, but he did maintain eye contact with me as if I was the only person in the room.
“Well, that’s nice of him,” my mother said when Julian returned to the bar.
Jordan laughed, “yeah, very generous. Pretty sure he wants to bang.”
“Nooooooo,” my mother said in her disapproving tone. “It’s for business.”
“Mhmm. Business. Butt business!” Jordan said.
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I rotated the white card in my hands. My thumb brushed against the ridges of the card. I
looked at the name, reading it multiple times. The white color in the background and the
intentional brown stains next to his name.
*
A week into December, when the monsoons finally cleared, I contacted Julian through
text to ask how late Chalong Bay would be open for that night.
Of course I remember you, Julian wrote. Sadly, I will not be there tonight but it is open
until 8 wish I could see you.
Wish I could SEE you?
Yes, I said, keeping my cool. Maybe next time?
What are you doing tonight? After Chalong Bay, maybe you could meet me at the Viking
bar for a drink?
It was evident he gave me his card not because he wanted me to know about events and
be able to contact him any time I had a large group coming for Mojitos. He wanted to, I don’t
know, court me? He wanted to kiss. He wanted to smash. My friends and I went to Viking bar to
meet up with him. I had never been with an older man before, so I prepped for the occasion by
taking several shots of vodka.
The best part was that Julian had accumulated personal wealth unlike us, so he bought all
of our drinks and kept them coming. I sucked them down quickly. The ice hitting my teeth
because I was nervous to be around a real man, a man with money, a man with life experience.
Not a boy backpacking around hiding from life.
“You make me crazy,” He whispered in my ear.
“Why?” I asked when I was probably just supposed to giggle and shut up.
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“I’m nervous, I don’t know what to say to such a beautiful woman.”
“Just talk to me. It’s no big deal.”
“But I don’t know what to say.”
I was exhausted that night because I’d been day drinking on the beach. I was dehydrated
and sun sick. I was a listener that night rather than a speaker. Perhaps to Julian, I seemed bored
and quiet and therefore less American.
I thought Julian was married to the lovely Thai woman who worked at the distillery or
married to someone in general or had a secret life away from Phuket as most middle-aged
Western men on the island did. I had heard rumors of men in Phuket who owned businesses with
Thai wives, got them pregnant and then visited them in their family only half the year. The other
half was spent in their home country, taking care of their other wife and children.
“I am not a colonizer,” Julian objected. “I do not have 10 Thai wives.”
“What is wrong with you?” I asked. Seventeen Magazine told me once that if you are
going on a date with someone and ask what is wrong with them, they’ll tell you and that way you
can prepare for how they will eventually let you down. It was an exercise that is supposed to
bring honesty into the relationship right away, but for me it just put off the inevitable end and
how it would end. I was never quite prepared for it.
“I am heartbroken,” he said. “My girlfriend, who is French by the way, left me, went
back home. She was tired of the island. We were together for five years. I thought we were going
to be married but she didn’t love me enough to stay.”
I was only half listening, but I grew up with a man feeling sorry for himself. I wanted to
make him less sad, and I would do so with my body.

89

“I’m trying to get back out there, meet beautiful women like yourself and move on from
this heartbreak.” Julian added, “I am so nervous around you. I feel like I am talking so much. I
would like to be alone with you.” He said in my ear. “Do you like dogs?”
“Yes.” I lied.
“I have a beautiful dog. Her name is Popeye. I found her in Cambodia,” he said. “Want to
come over and see her?”
Meeting Dogs was an old hookup trick. I never liked dogs, but I loved a hookup. I said
yes. I loved dogs, but that was only code to go to his villa alone. I also wanted to see his villa in
the hopes that it was large and full of fancy French things. I wanted to invade his bathroom
cabinet to see how wealthy people lived.
Around one in the morning, we arrived at Julian’s villa, which was more of a sweet
bungalow off a side street you near Yanui and Rawai beaches. The dog was sweet with smooth
white fur. I touched it a few times to fake my interest. The villa was simple with a couch and
lamps and a television. His room had only a bed. He lived like a man, in that he didn’t have
much apart from basic furniture and tiled floors. Julian gave me a tour of his villa, ending the
tour in the bedroom.
“You can sleep here if you’d like,” He said.
“Maybe.”
Julian looked around his bedroom as if checking for anyone around, he said, “good we
are alone, I can kiss you now.”
Julian wrapped his arms around me. His mouth tasted like smoke, which I wasn’t
surprised as he chain-smoked cigarettes all night. His lips were large and smooth and completely
enveloped mine. His kiss felt like it was simply happening to me. Julian’s skin was softer than
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any man I’d been with. It wasn’t over tanned like the tourist backpackers, not tight and filled to
the brim with muscles. He was soft yet had a residue of chiseled-ness. His skin was coming
undone, slacking from his bone.
Fucking an older man was a unique experience. Boys fucked like boys. They were all
about them. They would never let themselves get caught up in the passion. Sometimes they
could, but I never felt as special as I did with Julian. I knew I had more stamina because I was
young. I knew I had a tighter body inside and out. My mistakes were not yet made. I was
exciting, sprightly and new. Julian had a broken heart, sunspots and a villa with furniture. I felt
cared for and yet automatically felt like a prize.
*
Julian was obsessed with me and told me all day the next day how obsessed he was with
me. He sent me photos of events he was working. He told me to come by. He told me he couldn't
stop thinking about me. I told him that was nice. I carried the power because I was younger,
hotter, and freer than he was.
“I must see you again,” he said.
“OK.”
Julian invited my friends and me to an evening at Kata Rocks. Kata Rocks was the
fanciest hotel in Phuket with lounge areas that overlooked the sunset orange ocean. Infinity Pool
that blended into the ocean with the right light. I imagined guests got white plush robes and
slippers with their beachfront rooms. The restaurant had cheek artisan cocktails, elegant oysters,
decadent desserts. It was an influencers blue and white dream.
When we arrived we were offered champagne on a platter. I took it in my hand with a
giggle and drank it completely gone. I was offered another glass of champagne and drank it
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whole. The champagne was sparkly and free and some rich people shit. It was essential that we
pretended to be important people. We took pictures in front of a wall with words like a red
carpet. We stood up straight and blinked our eyes as if we were rich, we kissed hands and the air.
We said hi to Julien, who worked the event as a mojito bartender and then we fluttered off to find
cheeseballs. People came around with platters of hors d’oeuvres, shrimp cocktail, but from the
sea not from Walmart. I felt like I was in The Devil Wears Prada but instead of working my way
up to the top with effort and eating less, I was just a girl who fucked one French bartender.
My friends and I stood at a high top overlooking the ocean we couldn't see but could
hear. The high top was close to the layers of oysters on a white circular table. We stood and
pretended to be rich, and then walked over to slurp oysters. As we stood, different servers kept
coming to us with alcohol. I first picked up another glass of champagne, but then saw one
offered me a mojito so I took that as well. But then another server came around with rose and I
loved rose. I couldn't say no to rose. I treated Kata Rocks like a Golden Corral as if it was
serving me endless glasses of alcohol when really I only needed one or two.
“I see you girls are having a good night,” Julien said in a way that it was genuine and also
passing judgment. He eyed my three drinks. “You know they come back around.”
“I didn't want to miss the opportunity,” I said in defense. I was not a classy woman. I did
not own white pants or pearls. I grew up in a town full of soup suppers where people ate
mouthfuls thinking it was their last meal. But tonight, I pretended to own a yacht.
Towards the end of the night, Julian asked me to take a picture with him in front of the
wall. One would see at a red-carpet premiere. When the photographer clicked the shutter, I
kissed Julian on the cheek.
“What have you done?” He said, alarmed.
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“What? It was fun.”
“I have to tell him to delete the photograph.”
“What come on? It was like a joke, why?”
“It was unprofessional.”
“Oh my God relax. It's cute, it's fun, no problem.”
“Let's just take another, but no kissing.” He said.
So, we took another one where our teeth flashed mine were straighter and whiter and his
were dark crooked and French.
*
My dad also liked to buy me things to show me love. He was a Walter White wannabe,
who thought he was saving me because he gambled and put the money in savings accounts that
only my sister and I knew the passwords to. At least once a year in my adult life, my father
would text me a username and password for a secret money stash. If anything happens to me, this
might be important later, he texted.
My childhood birthdays were spent at malls. The rule was if I got a gift, Jordan got a gift.
If it was Jordan’s birthday, I also got a gift. If it was Christmas, we both got gifts. He gave away
handwritten checks that seemed large to a child. He handed me envelopes of cash in parking lots
after movies or dinners. It was not hard for men to give me things, but it was hard for me to
enjoy them giving me things.
*
“I must see you again,” Julian said. ”I take you to a special place tomorrow.”
“OK.”
“Tomorrow?”
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“Tomorrow.”
I actually didn’t need to be taken anywhere special, but I also enjoyed feeling special. I
had a pretty low standard for how to be treated. My dad and Julian had a similar vibe in that way.
They wished to impress me and have my love by buying me things or taking me to interesting
places or nice restaurants. At the time, I didn’t see this connection. I lived in a fantasy, and they
lived in a fantasy world about me. Julian thought I was this gorgeous, tame sexual creature with
high standards. My father read all my messages with subtext when asking how are you he would
respond with don’t worry about me Linds. I’ll be just fine.
Julian’s fantasy version of me crumbled when he took me to the Green Tamarind, a small
outdoor restaurant that sold the best burgers in Phuket. Julian claimed he knew the owner and the
owner knew him well. When we arrived, Julian was chummy with the guy flipping burgers in the
back. Julian loved being chummy, pretending he knew everyone on the island, walking around
with a pretty girl on his arm, taking her to the best spots in town. We ordered two Chang beers
and two hefty burgers and fries. We talked about cultural differences while people speaking
other languages murmured around us. I reached for his hand across the table. Julian accepted the
touch, but after a few minutes, let go. My hand reached for nothing—only the grease in the air.
Julian didn’t know I was disgusting, so when the food arrived, he was in for quite a
surprise. I was not a dainty eater. I filled my mouth fully with the meat, bread, mustard. The
burger squirted all over my face. My mother taught me to eat like I was hungry, so ketchup and
mustard slicked my lips my chin, my nose. The burger grease oozed down my palms and even
further down my forearms towards my elbows. Sitting at Julian’s table was me, an American
disgrace. I ate until my stomach paunched. Julian nibbled instead of shoved. I ordered a second
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beer to wash down the burger ooze, while Julian stayed with his first. By the end of the night, he
paid for it all, took me back to his villa to fuck me, and then didn’t talk to me for two weeks.
*
My dad had spoken to me a handful of times from January until December. I taught him
how to contact me through international messaging applications, but he only spoke briefly to me
around my birthday. Other than that, I could not recall the last time I had spoken to him. It wasn't
odd for my father to not speak to me daily, weekly, or even monthly. When my parents
separated, he never called just to talk. I imagined it was because he didn't know what to say.
How many times did he have to address the elephant in the room before it walked off like he
did? Should he have called every day just to say sorry? And if he did, would I have felt that it
was enough?
I spoke to my dad and any man like a sweet little accommodating girl with no beef or
awkward feelings—the chill girl. My register between my vocal cords became light, airy,
appeasing. A tone that said, everything is all good here I have no resentments! Even when my
body was tense, squeezing together every bit of anger so it would not spill out, I pushed the
unease far down, swallowing it like endless shrimp at Red Lobster. If my father had spoken to
me on the phone more, I would have sounded like a zenned out Muppet, not a girl. I mastered
this as I got older. I sounded like an appeasing light young woman for Julian, a voice that
claimed I was sweet and should be loved.
When Julian ignored my texts and calls for two weeks, I tried not to think about rejection.
I tried not to think about being deserted. I didn't want to think about my dad for the same reason
why I didn't want to keep falling off monkey bars and breaking my arm because no one was
there to catch me. I replaced my thoughts about my dad with images of a perfect life with Julian,
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my older French lover. I wondered what would happen if he met my parents. Would he be so
incredibly French, chain smoking behind the red shed? When would we get married? Would we
get married in France? I pictured us wearing chic French clothes and some berets. The image of
us in sexy honeymoon photos was replaced with the image of a monster rubbing a burger all over
her face. I thought Julian doesn’t like you anymore. You’re a gross pig who will never be loved.
The anxiety hit me again. Another man who will desert me. Another who will not answer my
calls or texts.
After two weeks of ignoring me, Julian reappeared. He'd spent the entire night before
driving from Krabi. He said I could come over and sleep with him, but he actually meant sleep.
He closed the shades on his window and fell asleep beside me. I thought the nap would have
lasted an hour, but it had lasted five, an entire day. His snores filled the room, while my thumbs
pushed against my phone screen, double tapping then resting. I clicked my phone to darkness
and stared up at the ceiling. I desired to leave. But my need to be loved wrapped a rope around
my neck and kept me chained to his bed. My body wished to leave but a magnet inside me stuck
to the sheets. I battled with myself. Hating myself for staying not getting why I couldn't just walk
out.
*
I made plans to see Julian Christmas Day, not because of Christmas, but because it was
his next available day. December was the only time of year I'd see my dad more than once a
month. A year before meeting Julian, I spent Christmas Eve with my father, the first Christmas
Eve where my only company was him. We ate a big meal, pork chops with mushroom sauce and
au gratin potatoes, from a nice restaurant and then we walked over and watch a movie in silence
next to each other. It was enough for me. I didn't wish for more. I had to be pleasant for an hour
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and then relax in the dark. I wouldn't see him this year and I knew he'd be spending that night
alone, which was not surprising. It was all encompassing guilt that made me think of why he
spent so much time alone, he felt he needed to suffer in silence.
After the movie, the air outside invaded my jacket layer. The empty parking lot throbbed
with Christmas cheer of music coming from an unidentifiable place. The white light from the
parking lot lights dusted over the yellow lines. My dad parked at one end and I parked at the
other. When it was busier earlier that night, we couldn't see the distance between us, but now that
it was 11 at night and most people had driven off, I could see so clearly how many steps it took
to get to him. The gaping distance echoed. I said goodbye and Merry Christmas. I said I love
you, even though it dangled awkwardly off my lips. He said I love you too and it tried to get to
me it floated in the air as long as it could, but it evaporated before it could sit in my passenger
seat. I turned the ignition. He turned on his when the red lights of our cars came to life, they
glowed into nothing. They did not meet each other.
*
Thailand was Thailand, even if it was December 25th. This 25th looked the same as any
other 25th of the month. I had to really inject the Christmas music into my brain while driving
along beaches and palm trees. In America, Christmas Day was spent with my mother going to
church services, singing the harmony of Joy to the World, eating cinnamon rolls in the morning.
It was later spent in stuffy stepfamily homes, where most of them felt Christmas love and I felt
like an alien. The stepfamily fed me lasagna or tacos because they were easy. We prayed before
we ate, and I made sure to watch my language for the day. No Fs or Ss or Bs, but plenty of Gs—
Gs as in God.
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No matter what I did on Christmas in America, my family waited for me to turn into a
normal person. As I got older, they looked over my shoulder to see if I’d brought someone with
me—preferably a clean-cut Lutheran boy with Jesus tattoos. As I got older, they asked about
jobs I didn’t have. I felt this immense pressure to do things right. Have a person to love on
Christmas. Be a responsible adult and not hungover or drunk. Have children. But there was no
way I was healthy enough to do those responsible things. Christmas in Thailand I was alone, but
I didn’t feel as alone as I had in a room full of family. Phuket was quiet and the sun set the same
time it did all year round.
I met my expat friends at the bottom tip of Phuket. A touristy hotel hosted the Cape
Panwa Buffet. My friends expected to see me and only me. I felt free this holiday because there
weren’t any family expectations. There were no glances, no gaps, no feelings of loneliness, no
wishing I had someone else. The Christmas Day Cape Panwa buffet had the Christmas feast I
dreamed of as a child. Puddings, and cakes, pastas, and exquisite Thai food. Champagne on ice
next to your table. Plates of food: fried rice, sausages, omelets made for you, cups of ice cream,
fresh seafood. A group of friends from school, fellow teachers, and I drank and ate until we felt
like puking. All day we wore red Santa hats and bathing suits floating around in a hotel pool
getting drunk of shandies and champagne.
The sun baked through the chlorine in the pool, staining my body. Each hour the sun
shifted, I thought about calling Julian. I tried to remain calm and relaxed all day, but I was
excited to spend Christmas with someone romantically. I had a fantasy of fucking to “Rocking
Around the Christmas Tree,” and maybe he would tie me up using Christmas lights. I’m not sure
where this fantasy came from, but likely, years and years of Advent Services where I
daydreamed about kissing Harry Potter beneath a pew.
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When the sun shifted out of view, I went to the women’s bathroom to call Julian and
decide a time for me to come over. The chlorine water dripped down my legs as I dialed Julian’s
number. My ears throbbed with the buzzing noise, anxiously awaiting his answer. The buzz of
the dial tone filled the echoing tile bathroom. The space echoed even more when his voice mail
projected onto the walls. He’d never not answered my call before. He was always eager to hear
me speak with my hard American Rs, my youthful voice box. The voice mail was a freak
accident, but my body ached in a nervousness I knew well. I dialed again, my thumbs reaching
desperation.
“Bonjour?” Said a voice that wasn’t his.
“Hi?”
“Yez, this iz Remi.”
“Hi, Remi, is Julian there?”
Remi was a friend of Julian’s. A couple weeks earlier, Remi’s Thai girlfriend had kicked
him out of the house and stolen his passport because she found him cheating on her.
“Eh, no. Julian is away in Krabi.”
“Why do you have his phone?”
“He left hiz phone with me. He iz working in Krabi all day and night.”
Here is what I imagined: I pictured Julian telling Remi what to say. I imagined Julian and
Remi sitting in Julian’s dusky villa. I imagined Julian acting like a thirteen-year-old boy to avoid
me, like bro, bro say this. Bro, bro she keeps calling me, just get her to stop calling me. Thanks
bro.
“We were supposed to get together tonight. He’s going to be gone all night?”
“Eh, yez, zorry mademoiselle.”
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“But why would he leave his phone?”
“Eh, mademoiselle, I must go. Eh, bye bye,” and then Remi hung up on me, but his
stupid French voice lingered in the bathroom in one final echo.
Julian didn’t call or message to explain himself, but I kept waiting. I waited when I went
back to the pool. I waited on my drive from Cape Panwa to my house. I waited as the sun went
down, leaving me more alone. I spent the evening of Christmas Day alone, actually alone. No
calls. No one to escape into. Just KFC spicy wings delivered to my door and a fresh wound that
needed dressing.
*
This mark from Julian, this wound rotted and pussed all different yellows and greens for
a few weeks. It didn't scab over immediately. It bled on random days for certain hours, not
predictably. Why did this one hurt so much more than the ones from Edvin, Ozzie, or other men
with accents in the night? Perhaps I'd forgotten how much those wounds hurt. This wound was
different. It wasn't different marks lined up along my forearms or down my inner thighs; not like
how bed bugs bite in lines and clusters. This wound had existed before. It was reopened. I carried
this wound this mark at the center of my chest. It lived and breathed and festered. It had its own
heartbeat, separate from my own. It had been at the center of my chest all along. The X ray at the
airport couldn't see it. My students never noticed it beneath my teacher uniform. My mom
couldn't see it through Skype. Even me in my swimsuits on Thai beaches, I did not see this
repetitive wound soaking in the waves.
Because of Julian being so nearly 40, nearly my father's age when he left, I could see the
soreness, the redness. The blood that soaked my soul had been there since that day in August
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when I was 10. It was blocked by the feeling of relief blocked by avoidance. I neglected to dress
the wound and looked to everywhere and everyone to dress it for me.
I came home one evening a couple weeks after Julian’s initial rejection on Christmas
Day, horribly devastated that he and I were actually over. This rejection wasn’t going away, and
I had to sit with it. I started writing a letter first to Julian, but then the words became directed at
my father.
I wrote earnestly: I'm mad at you because every time someone leaves me, it feels like you
are leaving me all over again. You deserting me is set in me and when I am rejected, it's not that
I'm upset with the person. I'm feeling it as if it were August and you were telling me you weren't
going to live with us anymore. I'm never devastated over them. I'm devastated over you, they're
just able to shapeshift into you. You were the first man in my life, and I never learned love from
you. So why wouldn't I not understand love from any man?
I wrote this letter on my gray couch next to the white walls of my empty, echoing home.
My sobs bounced off the floor and up the steps. My sobs filled my bedroom and Haley's old
room and the shower in the bathroom. As I typed and gasped for air, my chest wound gushed.
Blood expelled out of my chest and onto the white tile floors. It seeped out the sliding glass door
onto the cement streets. It flooded the gutters and dripped into the ground, into the tropical soil.
My fingers slammed the keys, jamming everything. I never talked about onto a screen. Why don't
I deserve love? Will I ever deserve love?
My dad wouldn't know what I said, or how I felt, and I would never say it to him. My
letter would remain a suggestion across oceans. I loved my father, but only because I was asked
to, only because some of my skin is his skin, our noses jut out in similar directions and because
my love feels like obligation and his love feels like guilt. We are both so incredibly lonely. He
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finds ways to remain isolated. And I find people to love me, if only briefly, and even that
briefness is more than I've ever felt from him. My sobs grew quiet in the shower, the bedrooms,
the hallway. The sandy soil drank my blood and said thank you. The soreness of my wound,
dusted the surfaces around me. My fingers slowed to a steady four and four time until they
stopped. And then I deleted the letter.
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VIRGIN BODY
I lost the first half of my virginity, the virginity that belonged to my body, my biological
virginity, in some basement or in my bed, or on a living room floor between the months of June
and November of 2012. I lost my virgin body in the way one might lose an old sock. I couldn’t
quite remember where I placed it. Was it lost in the wash? Was it shoved in the back of a
drawer? Which one? What day it disappeared in my laundry basket somewhere? There was no
exact moment it departed only that one day I recognized it was gone, and all I had was the other
half. My virgin mind. I kept this half in my sock drawer with the other completed pairs waiting
for the day my virgin body would show up again.
I was in love, but I didn’t say it, with a boy named Jack and we had started a secret
relationship. We were suctioned to each other’s mouths. Hands all over each other’s bodies at
two in the morning, the blue light of scrolling credits filling the room. I’d dumped my boyfriend,
Landen, of two years to be with Jack, who was Landen’s best friend. I’d wanted Jack for a long
time and he wanted me for a long time. The three of us had spent a lot of time together getting
drunk in basements with our group of friends and playing spin the bottle. When the three of us
posed for photos, Jack positioned in the middle, Landen kissing his left cheek and me kissing his
right. We probably should have just fucked each other, but Landen and I were practicing
monogamy and in particular, we hadn’t done the DEED. I was saving myself for marriage and
everyone knew it.
Landen and I broke up on a June 6th afternoon, knowing we would have to commit or be
done with each other. By commit, I mean have sex, or make love, and he knew it was never
going to happen. There was also the fact that he was temporarily in love with someone else and
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the weekend before we broke up, I’d drunkenly slept next to Jack. My hand rested right next to
his hip, inching closer to beneath his body.
Once my shifts at the movie store finished around ten or eleven at night, Jack and I would
see each other in secret. I’d say hello to his mother, who was my childhood dentist. She knew me
and therefore knew exactly what was going on. We’d watch a movie I got the weekend before it
was released, watch half of it, and spend the rest of our time shoving our tongues down each
other’s throats until the DVD menu popped up again.
We decided two weeks into June that we shouldn’t see each other anymore, so we
wouldn’t hurt Landen, but that was what made it all the more exciting. We cut it off until the first
weekend of July, when Jack chose to go on my dad’s annual fishing trip.
Jack worked for my dad putting siding on houses. He lived temporarily on my dad’s
couch on days he worked, waking at six in the morning and ending the day twelve hours later.
My dad took my sister and me on a fishing trip up north even though we didn’t really like to fish.
My dad was always uncomfortable hanging out with just the two of us, so he brought any guy
that worked for him as buffers. Somehow, we always knew his buffers either from grade school
or high school and Jack was one of them.
Once up north, Jack and I could explore what we wanted to explore. We could drink
underage, I could lay on his lap, close my eyes, and he could run his fingers through my hair. We
could make out until five in the morning in the back of my grandparent’s borrowed van. “I want
to watch the sunrise with you,” he’d say burrowing his brown eyes into mine, but we’d miss the
sunrise because we were too bound by mouth.
“I think you should be my girlfriend,” he said one night while we drank at the resort bar.
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“I really mean it. Let’s do this.” We were both impulsive fiery people who did things
without thinking. We liked quick fixes and we were getting higher and higher on each other as
the night progressed. He took me to his hotel bed. We removed all our clothes, not a few, and
then he asked me:
“Can I put it in just a little bit?” He was smooth and convincing. “It doesn’t count if it’s
just a little bit.”
“I don’t know,” I said, but my stomach was on fire and I wasn’t in control of what my
body wanted.
“I want to feel close to you,” he said, brushing my hair out of my face. I trusted him and I
felt loved by him, which was something I didn’t feel often by men or had never felt by men.
I told him okay. He kissed me. Got on top of me and inserted the first inch or so of
himself. This was where my body and mind severed. My mind believed one thing while my body
was experiencing another. Both of them, doing what it took to feel loved by this man.
*
Maybe I left the first half of my virginity one night after he inserted himself maybe two
inches maybe three inches without either of us noticing.
Later, he said, “he does love you and your sister more than anything in the world.”
Jack was walking about my dad, “You’re all he talks about.”
“I never feel it though,” I didn’t say to him. I wanted to cry but Jack and I hadn’t cried in
front of each other yet.
“You know he’s only weird because he lost your brother,” Jack said.
He’s looking for another son, I thought but didn’t say.
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Jack knew too much about my dad and me. He’d heard about my dead, cancer-filled
brother, who was buried in the ground five years before I was born. In a way, he knew more
about my dad than I did. After all, I never worked for my dad. I’d never slept on my dad’s couch
once but Jack’s skin cells were on the cushions. Jack exposed me and exposed my faulty familial
relationship. I couldn’t stop him from seeing it or erase it from his memory. He loved my dad.
By loving Jack, maybe I was loving my dad.
*
At the end of August, my virginity was misplaced beneath a pile of clothes, or in the
backseat of my car. Jack and I pressed our bodies together against his driver’s side car door. We
said Skype, and distance, and then he drove off to Iowa. We were over by mid-September. I
looked all over my room for my virginity and I couldn’t find it anywhere. I must have left it at
home beneath my bed or at the bottom of my closet next to old yearbooks.
*
Maybe I lost my virginity on Jack’s parents’ living room floor after he told me how much
he missed me, how much he wanted to call over the last few months, but didn’t, and I fell into
his mouth. I bounced off his tonsils. My body slurping down his esophagus into his stomach
making him full. My virginity slipped out and soaked the fibers below me and then evaporated in
the air above us as he fell deeper inside me one inch then two then three and another and another.
He chased my virginity out of my body. It hid in the corner of the room behind the couch. He
peeled my virginity one layer thrown into the fireplace; one layer abandoned along the
windowsill. Another layer in his pocket. He drilled deeper removing every layer of me until it
was just me raw and open.
And then I said, “I think we should stop,”
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His forehead exhausted onto mine. Jack inhaled my exhales, a circular rhythm. We lied in
our wreckage unaware of our impulsive recklessness. My virginity was splattered on the walls
and I did not clean them before I left. Did not scrape the remnants into a bucket. I was too dizzy.
*
If I had to guess where my virgin body is, I’d say it is in our friend Zach’s basement,
where two days after Jack’s living room smelled of me, I came to learn Jack had been seeing and
sleeping with many women back at school in Iowa, and that maybe he didn’t care about me at
all. I looked for my layers and they were gone. We drank vats of Everclear that night and danced
to LMFAO. Around one in the morning, Jack took me to a separate room to ask me what my
problem was.
“I’m in love with you,” I cried.
“No, you’re not,” he screamed back, morphing into an evil I’d known well.
“I’m in love with you,” I yelled again.
“You’re only saying that before you’re still in love with Landen.”
My hand slammed against his soft cheek.
“I’m sorry,” I said immediately.
“Fuck you,” he spat.
“No wait,” but he was already out the door. I cried ferocious tears in the dark. I felt his
absence in the pit of my stomach still disintegrating.
If I had to guess where my virgin body is, I’d say it’s in Zach’s basement. If I had to
guess when my virgin body is, I’d say it’s somewhere between June and November of 2012. If I
had to guess who my virgin body is, I’d say it is my anger. If I had to guess what my virgin body
is, I’d say it’s the handprint on the side of Jack’s face.
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*
Jack and I did see each other again. About two months after I got home from London,
halfway through the summer, after I declared myself to be a wild and sexual woman, we went
out to bars in America. We took shots just the two of us, pretending we weren’t going to hook up
that night. He spoke about his life since me excitedly with bulldozing caffeination. I offered
empty smiles too busy staring through him and thinking about our mutual harm and
disconnection. Would we be able to electrify what was already dead and decaying? I wasn’t
certain. When he leaned to kiss me with his tequila moistened lips, I received it reasonably
without a thumping in my chest. I’d waited for years for this kiss in complete agony. My whole
body had cried over him. My whole body had dreamed of him showing up at my door out of
nowhere saying, “let’s do this.” I ached for him to say, “yes it has been you.” It had been twenty
months since he had said he missed me in his parents’ living room, since we’d connected our
bodies. So, when he kissed me in a cool dark bleach drenched college bar, I surprised myself by
feeling nothing at all. I tried to kiss him back, maybe if I was more active, I could reignite the
connection. My lips did not feel the buzz, my ovaries did not pulsate. My skin did not shiver the
way it once did. We continued to try like two open-mouthed plastic dolls rubbing our faces
together.
At the end of the night, we were back at his apartment trying to rub our bodies together to
see if anything could arise. First with hands on bodies, the mouths on bodies, then bodies on
bodies. We were trying so desperately to resuscitate our lust, but it was long dead, twenty
months dead, all skeleton bones dead. A wake and a service with meat and cheese trays dead.
And while all cycles of grief have reemergence of the pain and sadness to the point where it feels
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real, our grief was buried. We didn’t think it existed. A match. A match. A match. The wood was
too wet. There’s nothing to keep us warm.
After our night of pretending to be people we once were, we slept in his bed. He wrapped
his body around me. His breath tickling my ear, and I tried to count how many nights I’d wished
for this exact moment. The night that I slapped him. The nights after that night. The night two
months later when we screamed at each other in his car and I asked if we could ever be together
and if he ever thought about me as much as I thought about him. When he said yes, but then said
it was over. The night I met his girlfriend who acted just like me. The night I learned they broke
up and we stood outside under a full Memorial Day moon and he said, “yeah you were like the
same person, maybe that’s why I liked her so much.” And then he lingered but I said goodbye
anyway. Any night he disarmed me with a look of longing, the same longing I felt in my body
but blocked with my angry mind.
My body had gotten me in so much trouble and now my mind was protecting it saying,
“feel nothing. Stay far away.” My body wanted to feel that comfortable recklessness with Jack,
as pure and hurtful as it could be. My mind would not tolerate it.
My body would keep coming to him on other nights, late yet alive. Our bodies would
beat each other trying to wake up, but our minds felt nothing.
“I think I don’t like fucking you because I hate you so much,” he said.
I felt the same but it still hurt to hear it. We lied there naked and frustrated in my twin
bed. Why couldn’t this be where we wanted it to be?
“What is that supposed to mean?” I yelled.
“I just hate you,” he yelled back.
“Why?”
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“I just do.”
I hated him too. We stopped trying to revive ourselves. We fell asleep in my twin bed
surrendered on top of each other. In the morning, around six, he came more time, and then I
drove him to his apartment. We never spoke after that.
I would continue to bridge the disconnect between my mind and my body. My body was
there, but my mind felt somewhere else. Perhaps, swallowed inside my gut, trapped in my
intestines. Neither my mind nor my body would be present in the same place at the same time
when naked in front of a man. It was one or the other. I would spend the rest of my life trying to
catch them in the same room.
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WEEKEND GIRLFRIEND
By the sixth Blanco’s booze cruise, it was kind of like going back to a restaurant I loved
but didn’t get to eat often, so when I went back, I always ordered the same dish. It was like Olive
Garden, which was a delicacy during my childhood. Olive Garden was a once or twice a year
treat. Yes, always endless breadsticks. Yes, endless salad. Please, can I have the chicken alfredo?
Alfredo was predictable, creamy, and consistent. I didn’t want to waste my yearly or biannual
visit to fake Italy on the chicken parmesan or the pastas in Italian language I didn’t understand.
Alfredo please, and don’t fuck it up. On Blanco’s booze cruise, aluminum cans of Chang beer
were endless. Diapering in the water was Italian dressing salad with ten clicks of parmesan
cheese. And the meaty dumb men, were chicken fettuccini alfredo. They were predictable in the
tight swim shorts they wore, in their sculpted hair fades—the swirl of length on top. They were
consistent in their travel itineraries, their outlooks on life, their drinking abilities.
The more I went on Blanco’s Booze Cruise, the more it changed. They added new things
to the menu: ciders, bottles of vodka, Leo beers. They upgraded from using two or three white
speed boats to using one double-decker turquoise tour boat. Upper deck for dancing. Lower deck
for pissing and making out. The music changed from being an idiot with a phone to a paid Thai
DJ spinning different hits mixed with beat drops. The timing of the multi-course booze cruise
didn’t change. We drove past the monkeys, the caves that harvested bird nest soup, the lagoon on
one side, Maya Bay on the other, snorkeling at sunset. “Use Somebody,” by Kings of Leon
played at the end of the night so we could emote appropriately at the sunset and our loneliness.
The flavor of men remained the same. Blanco could remodel, but they kept their staple dish.
Throughout the months I lived in Phuket and traveled to Phi Phi on weekends, I got to eat
the same thing over and over: a tanned body, strong stomach, sharp jaw, average backstory, a
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weird love for Ed Sheeran. My taste buds were bored, but I was used to very okay, yet prettyfaced men. Perhaps on this sixth boat trip, I wanted to switch it up and try some arrabiatta, a
penne instead of a fettuccini, and dare I say, soup instead of salad.
Ryan’s sauce was a little different. He didn’t sit like a God at the front of the boat,
basking in the sun, waiting for women to talk to him. On this specific Saturday cruise, there was
a man doing that exact pose under the sun and I did put him at the top of the menu. Ryan’s body
was pale and sunburned on his forehead, cheeks and nose. His teeth were not Ken-perfect. His
hair had a fade, but it was not styled or cared for. He lingered in the background popping in and
out of dance circles and conversations.
By the time the boat made its way to Maya Bay, I’d already solo danced to Justin
Bieber’s “Sorry,” and had pulled out all the stops for the God at the front of the boat. He hadn’t
noticed me, but Ryan had.
“Isn’t this song a banger?” He asked me when “Mr. Brightside” played.
“Banger?” I asked.
“Like really good.”
“Yes, top choice banger.”
All of us sang “Mr. Brightside” with full breath support. The lyrics “it’s killing me!”
bouncing off the limestone karsts. “Open up my eager eyes,” falling into the sea. A love triangle
formed between Ryan, myself, and “Mr. Brightside.” Bristol men loved to jump dance with me
to The Killers, and they particularly loved yell-singing the lyrics, “she’s touching his chest now,
he takes off her dress now,” to my face. They loved the potential of, “it started out with a kiss,
how did it end up like this? It was only a kiss, it was only a kiss.”
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Ryan and I concluded the song was a banger because of its dreamy and consistent beat,
but neither of us paid much attention to the words to what the song actually meant. To me, “Mr.
Brightside” was commemorative of my love for the friends I met in London and a reminder of
that cool-aired London freedom, “I’m coming out of my cage, and I’ve been doing just fine.” To
Ryan, it was a reminder of home and perhaps childhood in Bristol. What we didn’t analyze then,
in the rose gold sunset, when jumping our nearly naked bodies up and down, was that the song
was about cheating, infidelity, and jealousy. Those themes were buried below us, deep at the
bottom of the reefs, stifling clown fish and floating their way to the surface.
On the new Blanco Boat Cruise, partiers could take another boat to Maya Bay to explore
the beach from The Beach or they could stay on the main boat and jump from the top deck. I’d
seen Maya Bay multiple times, so I stayed behind with the stragglers including Ryan. I’d jumped
off the boat and was dripping on the deck.
“You’re going with me,” I told Ryan.
“No way.”
I grabbed his dry arm with my wet hand.
“For fuck sake,” he cringed.
Ryan and I stood at the edge of the top deck peering into the blue deep.
“I can’t do it.” He said.
“What? You need me to hold your hand? I can hold your hand if you’re that much of a
little bitch.”
“You’re going to kill me,” he groaned.
“Bitch! Get over it,” I yelled and grabbed his large hand. I threw us into the water, gave
him no warning. Our bodies fell mid-air. Our hand clasped together ready to jump into the
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depths. I let go of his hand, the moment my feet hit the water. Underwater, our bodies submerged
into bubbly fizz. When I resurfaced, I wiped my eyes of the salt water. My ears unclogged and
aware. I watched for Ryan to reappear. When he did, he gasped in shock. He blinked to find me.
My laugh gave him direction to where I was. When he did find me, we both smiled.
“Again?” I asked.
*
Several hours later, around midnight, back on land after the booze cruise, I found Ryan
drinking from his own bucket with his own sleeve of glow paint. He and I huddled together
under a black light. My teeth and his teeth a matching luminous.
“I thought you were dead,” I yelled in his ear over the loud music. He was. After the
booze cruise all he kept saying was “I’m so fucked up. I’m so fucked up. I’m so fucked up.” And
then disappeared.
“I did too.”
“How are you alive?”
“I drank more.”
We danced like glowing little fairies. Ryan even had paint on his face. His tank top hung
off his body in the way I always liked baggy tank tops hanging off of men with sculpted chests.
Ryan may not have been Chicken Alfredo, but he was a red-sauced baked ziti. His noodles were
thick and circular with extra sauce and extra cheese, ten turns of parmesan. Plenty of meat. I
pulled Ryan down towards me for a kiss. I slipped my tongue into his mouth.
“What are you doing?” He asked, alarmed.
“I’m kissing you.”
“Why?
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“Because I want to kiss you, do you want to kiss me?”
He didn’t say.
“You’ve wanted to kiss me all day,” I rolled my eyes, “didn’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“So, you should kiss me, it’s not a big deal.”
So, he did, and he did so with both of his large hands on my cheeks. He did and it tasted
like Schwepp’s Lime flavor. He did, and I became small inside his embrace. He did and pulled
me as close as he could.
He kissed me again, outside of us fast-moving EDM blazed trails around our heads, but
the space between Ryan and me was silent, cradled by our mouths and hearts that pressed
together.
“When are you going to fuck me?”
“Uh,” Ryan fumbled. “Now.”
“Now?”
“Uh, yeah, now I guess.”
“Just to prepare you. I’m bleeding right now so we will have to put a towel down.”
Ryan led me between the check-in desk and the bar of Blanco’s. He led me along the
open-air hallway that had bathrooms and showers. He took me to his pitch-black hostel dorm.
We were alone. Inside, were three bunk beds, a room for six. Five of the six beds were empty.
My back rested against the cold black metal frame. I breathed in Ryan. His arms snaked around
my torso, as the aircon blew cold air on our heads. Ryan, I’d never known before, but this feeling
I’d come to know romantically, intimately, this want feeling. Neither Ryan nor I would be
holding back tonight. We knew each other and yet we didn’t know each other enough to commit
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just now. I gave my best and he gave his best, because this was all we had, and this was all we
would ever have.
*
After the long weekend in Koh Phi Phi, once I got home from the two-hour ferry ride, I
did send Ryan nude photos of myself. It was a perfect splayed boob pic with a twist in the torso
to make my butt look juicier.
Miss me? I asked.
It wasn't hard to lock down attention from a man. It was naked pictures and a question.
Men usually went nuts for my naked photos, and with the power of angles, I could curate a
response that was poetically nasty and in-depth. Wish I could be there, I'd do this this end this.
Here is a photo of my Dong, which was exactly what Ryan did. If I was there I'd do this to you +
ween.
On a more serious note, I wanted to see him again. “When did you say you would be in
Bangkok?”
“I fly out the 21st, will probably hang around for a few days before though,”
“I have to renew my passport, which means I’ll have to be there through Monday, but I
could come there earlier and we could have a night together.”
I booked us a guest house somewhere off Khao San Road. Around the corner from a
party street. It was a queen-sized bed with an attached toilet and sink. The walls were white, but
the curtains were golden brown and green. All that mattered to us was that there was a bed and
enough closed walls.
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After work on that Friday in January, I drove straight to the airport with my teacher
clothes shoved into my backpack. I made sure to remain sexy. Sexy after an hour-long airplane
ride. Sexy in an hour-long cab ride from the airport. An empty sexy stomach because there
wasn't enough time to eat before or after the flight. There was only desire, and it was filling.
When I walked up the narrow staircase, my heart pounded. Ryan had already let me
know he was there. He was shoved away in the tower and I was climbing the steps. I opened the
door to our minimalist room. A massive bed in the center of it. And apart from that we didn't
need anything else. Ryan stood by the window worn from his travels. When I walked in, I felt a
sense of relief. Here we were in this one room for one night. Together we had nowhere else to be
and we had hours.
I made a joke about hating students. He came over to me on the bed and slid his hands up
my sides. He took off my clothes and we kept the lights on. We tangled for hours into the night
until we didn't have much more to give and when we collapsed with exhaustion. We talked for as
long as we could before our eyes grew heavy.
I'd been a weekend girlfriend before with Ozzie. But I had such low standards for what
girlfriend meant. I thought it meant someone bought me 7 Eleven food, when I was hungry.
Extra liters of water when I was thirsty. I thought it meant someone held my hand while I slept.
We didn't talk about nothing scraping the surface. We talked just below the surface about
dreams, not about dead brothers or disappointing dads.
Ryan explained to me that he wanted to do a massive trip to America. He wanted to rent a
motorcycle and drive from East Coast to West Coast. He dreamed of California and New York
City.
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I lived in that fantasy for a moment. I imagined Ryan in my mother's garden. My family
would laugh at his Bristol accent. They'd say, “Ryan's really great, Lindsey” and then they'd
leave me alone for all of eternity because I had found someone to wife me up. And I wouldn't be
sinning anymore by letting men who didn't really know me, put their tongues on me all because
of Ryan. But while I lived in this fantasy in my mind, Ryan was living a fantasy. Now in that
room, sharing a bed with me, I could see in his eyes the way they went from excitement to
neutral to sparkless.
“Do you have a girlfriend?” I don't know where the question came from. If I was able to
read his mind or if I was covering my ass protecting my fantasy.
“Yeah.” Ryan said.
Everything switched then and everything didn't switch. Then a new guest was added to
the room, but I didn't leave.
“What is her name?”
“Zoe.”
“How long have you been together?”
“Two years.”
Nothing from me.
“We've been fighting like mad about stupid shit, fucking nonsense fights, we fought right
before I left.”
Ryan told me this so that I would feel better. A sense of relief about him fucking me. And
why we were in this room. I realized much later that my body was used to test a relationship. But
hearing in the moment. The air warm above us, the sound of beeping motorbikes in the street
below us Ryan rationalizing his infidelity. I ate it up. Yes, Zoe equaled bad. Equaled nagging
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girlfriend. Equaled not as special as me. Equaled not good for Ryan. You'd think that once
something like that was unveiled, it would be hard to put the veil back on, but for me it was so
easy I covered it right back up because Thailand was for fantasies falling in love when you're not
supposed to, and I had no moral roots here.
*
The next day, our last day, I played the role of mistress without much error. In the
morning, we lied there until it felt right to fully move. We took a taxi to the breakfast place I
knew at Em Quartier mall called Roast. In the taxi, we stacked our backpacks up between us and
held hands above them. In the afternoon we took the BTS to a hostel where he had stayed before
and where I would stay the next couple nights. The train carried people to and from work. Ryan
and I stood out with our bulging backpacks holding onto poles so we wouldn't lose balance. My
gripping arm mirrored his gripping arm. I leaned into him for a kiss, public displays of affection
were not approved of in Thailand. A handhold. A kiss on the cheek. A hug was not proper in the
culture. Ryan and I didn't respect a lot of things and Thai culture was one of them.
I checked into the backpacker hostel which in Bangkok meant I had cleaned sheets and a
plush mattress. Curtains slid around my bed to keep me shielded from the rest of the people in
my dorm. It wasn't like Koh Phi Phi with plastic mattresses and sand in the bed or a hand towel
as a body towel. There would not be sex in these dorms. The travelers passing through Bangkok
meant business. Yes, there was the party street, but it was also where people wanted to actually
sleep.
Time was ticking down for Ryan to leave for the airport. He had maybe three hours left
with me. I ordered him a grab taxi for later and arranged for him to get there safely like a
girlfriend would or a mistress would. While we waited for him to leave, we watched Mad Max
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and curled up next to each other on beanbags. At times during the film he slipped his hands
under my grey crop top and other times under my bra. Half an hour before the taxi was to arrive,
he received a phone call from his girlfriend Zoe, who was making sure he had arrived back in the
UK on time and in one piece and without a woman on his arm.
“Love you too,” he said before hanging up.
Being another woman, it didn't feel that different from loving someone. I couldn't help
wanting Ryan to stay with me beyond those 30 minutes. I guess I began to feel sympathy for
those other women I knew. Kathy, who loved my dad, my aunt Patty, Teresa. I never thought I
would be in a situation like this and never planned to, but I was more like my dad than I thought.
Chasing, want and desire in any form. As long as it felt good. As long as someone’s eyes were
on me. I didn't care now. My father and I were the same: lonely, alone, and chasing people we
shouldn't be with.
The time came to say goodbye. I held Ryan's hand walking from the hostel to the taxi. He
threw his bag into the trunk of the car. The traffic was light, so we stood there a moment. And
we held tightly. And we kissed deeply. And said something like, “I hope to see you again,” in
breathless tones. Like an emotional farewell at a train station or sending someone off to war. And
then we let go and he drove off. And I was this ridiculous other woman standing on the curb with
hope.
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VIRGIN MIND
I consciously wished to sever the virgin in my mind. The virgin in my body was
somewhere on a different astro plane. My virginity had leaked out of my muscles and bones.
What was left was a body. A nonvirgin body. There was nothing much different about this
nonvirgin body. When comparing them in the mirror, the legs were equally long, hands etched
with the same prints, feet that walked in and out of churches. I suppose though the several inches
into my pelvis were different. Rumors said my insides ripped and rubbed. My nonvirgin body
was almost the same as my virgin mind apart from one major revision. My virgin mind had to
go. It had to convene with my virgin body on the astro plane. My virgin body was calling to it
and leaving long rambling voicemails. Hey, just wanted to know if we still had that meeting?
Give me a call back, it said. My virgin mind was on borrowed time. It was especially nervous
after meeting a man named Liam, who had played Bane’s body double in The Dark Knight
Rises. My nonvirgin body let Liam kiss it and eat it like a goddamn sub sandwich. My virgin
mind grew weaker with sexy strange kisses at midnight night clubs. Every delicious grope. Every
face buried in the mouth of a stranger. My virgin mind grew weaker when my nonvirgin body
touched itself late at night thinking of Benedict Cumberbatch’s otter face.
The best place to sever any type of virgin is in Budapest, Hungary. It is a sext city with
many phallic statues. I would kill my virgin mind over there. Kait and I walked into Retox Party
Hostel with intention to lose our minds and other things. The open concept hostel had bras
hanging from the ceiling. When I checked in, I came to know that Retox was a place where
reintoxicating my body was encouraged. A demure Kiwi boy who looked as if he was
experiencing homelessness gave me the keys to my dorm, The Vodka Tsunami. Fern was his
name. Simple Fern. He wore a sack like Dobby the house elf—dirty and full of snot. He looked a
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little like The Franco Brothers but more weed and a lower IQ. Fern would be the one to do the
job, my nonvirgin body begged.
Our tour guide Bogi took a group of traveling girls around She gave us the history of
Budapest. The streets and churches. Scenic views and a state of a horse that brought you luck if
you rubbed its bronze balls. Kait and I jumped on the statue and caressed the silky horse nuts.
“I better get fucked tonight, horse,” Kait yelled.
Kait was my new roommate in London during study abroad and new best friend forever.
She had ghostly pale skin and lush pink lips. The first thing I heard her say was, “I almost had a
threesome.” She looked best in jewel tones and I looked best in darker earthy blends. We bonded
over our dads not loving us the way we wanted and the fact that we were both writers. When we
were together, our goal was often to do the craziest thing possible to make the other one laugh.
We met at the right time as women trying to overcome an old way of thinking and embrace a
becoming that was slutty and impolite.
*
The night of the Big Virginity Giveaway, Fern wore a Big Dogs shirt and matching hat.
Kait and I wore dark lipsticks and leather skirts. She begged Fern to take shots with us. Since
Fern was a delicate flower of a man, a dirty Kiwi boy who hated capitalism and the Man, he
didn’t mind a communal alcoholic beverage.
“This one’s yours you sweet baby,” Kait said, handing Fern the shot.
“Nothing is mine, everything is ours,” Fern said. Fuck I loved a Commie.
“I think you should have sex with my friend, Fern,” Kait said.
Fern looked me up and down in a rather quizzical way. The way a man might solve a
complicated mathematical problem.
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“Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”
We raised our tequila shots.
“To you two,” Kait announced, “may you have so much fun being inside each other.”
Afterwards, Fern ran off with his shirt full of dogs and the pub crawl commenced.
Within thirty minutes, Kait and I lost our friend Kelsey, who was an innocent blonde girl
with a secret wild side. Kait cried in the street thinking Kelsey had been sex trafficked. I patted
her on the back, but I didn’t quite care because there was free hookah and lips to be kissed. It
turned out Kelsey was fine. She was back at Retox fucking a guy with a face tattoo.
At the first bar, I kissed a Dutch man who resembled Benedict Cumberbatch. I sat on his
lap and kissed him for a straight twenty minutes. I had to weaken my virgin mind. Stir my virgin
mind. Get my virgin mind confused and drunk. At the second bar, I kissed a man who looked
like Andy Samberg, but British. WE took tequila shots, and I bit his lip. He told me I was a bad
kissed for the lip biting and I stormed off to find Kait. My virgin mind was stumbling now.
Fading in and out.
When I did track Kait down, she emerged with a man who looked like Jesus because of
his curly tendrils and also a pirate because of his white fluffy pirate shirt.
“You look like a pirate Jesus,” I said.
“Eh, just call me Jack Sparrow,” he said.
“No, you are Pirate Jesus.”
“I just dry humped him in the attic of this club,” Kait said.
“Was it good?”
“Yes,” they both said.
“Good.”
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“You should kiss Pirate Jesus, Lindsey, he’s really quite good,” Kait mumbled. We said
“quite” a lot back then because people in London said “quite” a lot. I locked lips with Pirate
Jesus while Kait cheered us on.
“Go go go! Yes Lindsey! Yes Pirate Jesus! Kiss those lips! Make an honest woman out of
her Pirate Jesus! Look at you go! This is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life! Jesus Christ!
That’s some great tongue action!”
The kiss with Pirate Jesus knocked out my virgin mind, though I didn’t quite like the kiss
as his tendrils kept getting in my face.
At the fourth bar, I found Fern and his dog shirt making out with Kait on the dance floor.
“Hey,” I said angry and drunk.
“What?” Kait said. “We’re trading.”
Kait turned to Fern. “You’re still gonna fuck my friend, right?”
Fern said, “Yeah, good sex.”
“You better,” Kait said before enveloping his mouth.
The conditions were right for my virgin mind to die. I was in a country where people
spoke a language far away from mine. The churches were architectural feats rather than places
for fellowship and stale donuts. The men had different accents than the hard American voice.
The space was not a cozy bedroom in a house full of crucifixes. It was not a church pew. It was
not a candlelit sacred space. My mother was miles away in a different time zone. My chastity
contract was in her basement, in a closet, beneath a box of books far away. These men were not
good men. Christian men. They did not pray. Nothing of these conditions made me think of
home and I wanted to exist in them all night.
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Fern, Pirate Jesus, and Kait got together to talk about a foursome at the fifth bar. Uh yeah
sure was how my sleepy virgin mind said, pretending to be okay with that. My nonvirgin body
had already done so much, and certainly not enough. My nonvirgin body barely existed and had
only experienced light missionary from a man I’d known since childhood, whose mother was my
dentist. My virgin mind woke up then, emerged from the darkness. My virginal mind said “no no
no no no.” Not this. Anything but this. I don’t know how to be with one person let alone three.
My virgin mind sat my nonvirgin body down and forced it to cry.
“I can’t do it,” I cried to Kait.
“You don’t have to.”
“What if he doesn’t want me now?”
“He’ll fuck, don’t worry,” Kait said. “So many people would want to fuck you. Who
wouldn’t? If I were Fern I’d fuck you.”
“Can we not have a foursome? I’m not ready.”
“We don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable doing.”
“Okay,” I sniffed, and took a deep breath, “Where’s Fern? Let’s do this.”
*
Fern, Pirate Jesus, Kait and I walked through the wet Budapest streets, then the
abandoned Retox Party Hostel, which resembled a drug den when not filled with drunk travelers.
We moved past the ceiling of bras, through a game room with couches and controllers, behind a
plexy glass wall, which covered an entrance like a trashy secret passageway.
The hostel workers’ bedroom doubled as a sex dungeon hidden away like an abandoned
wing. Rows upon rows of metal clanking bunk beds lined the walls. I assumed this was what an
orphanage looked like, but instead of deserted children, it was grown men who’d left their
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families and homes for a sick life experience. A lost boys’ orphanage. The stone floor was
sprinkled with land mines of used and unused condom wrappers. We tip-toed over the colorful
shiny mess.
Kait and Pirate Jesus took the bottom bunk closest to the window, while Fern and I took
the bunk closest to the door. Fern and I didn’t waste time. For him, it was because he didn’t
know what else to do with for. For me, it was so that my virgin mind would not wake up. I was
naked I about sex seconds. Fern reached for a condom on the floor. He unwrapped it sprawling it
like an orange Creamsicle. He tried to put himself inside of me but it was dry and not happening.
Eventually it worked. He thrusted at my virgin mind like a game of Don’t Break the Ice. His dick
was a green plastic hammer wrapped in an orange condo, and my virgin mind was a little red
creature in skates. He chipped away at all the cubes, and my virgin mind disintegrated. I lied
there while he crawled all over me doing what he wanted.
“I just don’t understand why you don’t want to spank me!” Yelled Kait in the bed next to
me.
“I don’t know what you want me to do Kaitlyn,” cried Pirate Jesus.
“I want you to bend me over the knee and give me a good hard spanking!”
Fern got off of me and crawled over to their bed completely naked thinking it was time
for the foursome. Pirate Jesus, though very comfortable at the club about having another man in
his bed, was not pleased at the presence of Fern.
“What the fuck, mate?” Pirate Jesus screamed.
“Yeah, good sex,” said Fern.
Pirate Jesus stormed out in his fluffy white shirt and boxer briefs. When I came over
there Kait was kissing a naked Fern.
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“Hey! I’m supposed to bang Fern!”
“Did you bang already?” Kait asked.
“A little,” I said, “but not the whole thing, and I want the whole thing.”
“You can bang Fern and then I can bang Fern,” she said.
“At the same time?”
We both stood there arguing about how it would or should happen, our bare feet stepping
on glistening wrappers. Fern lied back on the bottom bunk patting his orange dick like it was a
dog, saying to it, “good boy.”
“Do you want to bang Fern or not? Because if you don’t, I will,” said Kait.
For a moment, my virgin mind, yelled for help, and I could hear it. It didn’t say anything
but rather screeched out a survival scream. I’d tied her hands behind her back, tied up her feet,
put duct tape on her mouth. All she had was darkness and dwindling oxygen. I could feel her
rattling inside me.
“You go,” I said. “I’ll finish him off.”
To Fern I said, “I’ll deflower you, but you better take it up a notch.”
He nodded blankly.
After Kait left, Fern arranged me in different ways. He put me in front of him. He
climbed on me and threw my legs around his head. He put me on top of him. He was a main
character in this sexual encounter. I watched and did what I was told. I didn’t yet know how to
ask for what I wanted, because I didn’t know what I wanted. I breathed deep breaths and focused
on the quieting my thoughts. The screaming in my mind whimpered with each thrust, and halted
all together when he came into the orange latex.
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When it was over, we sat up to put our clothes back on. I put a skirt on my red
handprinted body and pulled a shirt over my marked neck. I put my hand on Fern’s shoulder and
said, “Congratulations! I’m proud of you kid.”
“Yeah, good sex,” Fern said in his Kiwi accent.
I walked through the plexy glass secret passageway. I walked up the stairs to The Vodka
Tsunami. I climbed up to my top bunk bed. Closed my eyes and heard nothing but silence and
the sound of people breathing, my rested breath joined them.
*
The next day, I woke up not a virgin. I went to the market not a virgin. I bought an
emerald green Russian dolls not a virgin. I peeled away layers of her. The same pink flowers on
the next layer, but as I pulled back the layers her face became simpler. Less rosy cheeks. Less
long eyelashes. Less elaborate outfit. The face became more childlike until the very last doll,
which had almost no face at all, but rather painted dots. When putting the Russian doll back
together, she built on maturity. Dots forming eyebrows, forming lips, forming a more feminine
face. A face men would kiss if decorated correctly. A veil on her head. Least innocent to most
innocent and back again.
I walked around Budapest not a virgin, which was the same when I was a virgin. I ate
Burger King not a virgin. It tasted the same as it did in my virgin mouth. I went into the caves
beneath Budapest not a virgin. Kait and I put on orange caving suits as orange as Fern’s condom.
The caving instructor skidded through the cracks and we copied him. The ground was
mustardy red and enveloped us. Underground I told Kait about my chastity contract, which I’d
forgotten about until we were in the hot underground.
“Am I going to hell now?”
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“Why would you be going to hell?” She asked.
“I broke a commandment. I broke a promise. I signed a contract then broke it. Is God
mad at me?”
“I don’t think you’ll go to hell just for fucking Fern.”
Christians were taught heaven was above and hell was below. Heaven was a bright cloud
place with gold and such. Hell was like where we were but further, and it was supposed to be hot
and fiery and painful.
If you don’t feel sorry for your sins, you would burn. I thought to myself that I could pray
for forgiveness. Say sorry for being such a dirty little slut. So, I prayed underground, slipping
through boulders.
Dear God, I said in my head. Sorry for having sex. I hope you can forgive me for it, but
also I hope you don’t really care, and love me anyway, amen. Even when I was praying through
the cave crevices, I knew deep within me that I wasn’t sorry, and that I would do it again. And
again. And again, until I would really not be sorry.
The instructor led us to the most open section of the caves. The group sat up on the top of
the slope. He told us this was a great moment for us to turn out our lights and sit in the utter
darkness. We switched off the lights on our helmets. For a moment, we didn’t say anything, but
then the instructor sang a Hungarian song, and afterwards, some people sang the beginning of
“Sweet Child of Mine.” When the singing was over, we sat in the dark for a moment longer. We
clipped our lights back on, and headed back to the surface. I stepped through the threshold,
abandoning the large cave, and didn’t even notice my virgin mind rotting in the corner covered
in dust.
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A GOOD SLUT
Ryan did eventually stop talking to me, but not after a few sexy texts back and forth. I'd
cry about not hearing from him for days. It was clear I was being a dumb bitch, caught up in a
fantasy. It was first hurt, then anger, then bitterness. I found myself in a spiral, afraid of things
that weren't there. What if I was pregnant with Ryan's love child? But eventually my period came
and I was relieved I wasn't carrying anything, but I was also disappointed that I wouldn't be able
to attach him to my life forever. I was delving into some serious Glenn Close Fatal Attraction
shit.
I counted my list of men, did a little reflecting: Ryan, Julien, Edvin, Florian and then
back to Ozzie. I had to take antibiotics after Ozzie anyway for a UTI. And then again, after
Andrew. So, any STI was likely. Cured out of having to take meds for pee problems. This was
my rationalization for not testing. Somehow condoms were wiped like clean slates. There were
the no condoms, which were only a few, but enough for me to schedule an appointment for
testing at the Tourist Clinic in Phuket.
*
After London, Kait and I thought we had aids because we were dumb white women who
had sexcursions in foreign lands.
“I coughed all night,” Kait said on the phone. “Fuck, I have the Hiv.”
I was so exhausted from working a job and drinking many nights a week, I thought I was
dying too.
“We need to get tested,” Kait said. “We need to get our pussies swabbed. Let's just get
them on the same day.”
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“Yes, the same day. Okay,” I said, “I wish you were here. Fuck, what if we have
something?”
“I did some research.” Kait said. “Chlamydia is like the common cold of STD's. It's like
you take an antibiotic and it's gone.”
“My friend once had chlamydia and gonorrhea at the same time. What if we're like Emma
in Degrassi and get it in our throat from a beej?”
“Then we'll take an antibiotic.”
“Apparently we can build tolerances for antibiotics and one day, they won't work.” I said.
We had researched it all. By research I mean WebMD’d and anxiety brewed in both of
us. We were told that STDs didn't show up in women. We worried about parents finding out. We
researched how AIDS tests worked and how long we'd have to wait after the cheek swab. We
blamed each cough on men with dirty dicks.
*
I got one real health class after the lady with the dark hair and the lip liner told me to be
chaste. The public high school I attended taught us everything: birth control, sex organs, STDs,
drinking, and drugs. They still taught us this through fear. For the STDs unit, we were divided
into groups and had to present on each disease.
We all knew the best way to present on STD's which was to find the goriest image of
genitals possible and use it as the opening image of the slideshow. For three hours, we paged
through bleeding, pus filled dicks and beat up labias. For me, I didn't feel I needed to pay any
attention to the gore or even the words typed in bullet points about symptoms and treatment. I
was a Christian little clam closed-up tight for no one and nothing to penetrate. I had a contract
with God. My name was signed and dated and it was made out of thick cardstock from Hobby
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Lobby. I could not abandon the cardstock, or God, whose blood and bread was embedded in that
cardstock. A delightfully sacred document with my name and God's name on it. All I
remembered from high school health class were the gore and the sores not that Chlamydia was
most times asymptomatic and could be treated with meds.
When we talked to contraception, I rolled my eyes and ignored most of what my teacher
said. She talked: condoms, dental dams, pills, shots, implants, diaphragms. The slides marked
what they prevented. STD's and pregnancy. Just pregnancy. My faith was my birth control pill.
The Holy Spirit was my condom. Jesus was my spermicidal lube. The Holy Trinity would keep
me safe from disease and teen pregnancy. I wouldn't need all the fixings to go with my sex
because I wouldn't be having sex until it was with my beloved God-fearing husband, but if I did,
if the devil came upon me and forced me to fornicate, I would take birth control to fight teen
Pregnancy and I'd wrap that shit in a condom, maybe two.
*
Approval from my mother was what drove me to call her one afternoon. She knew about
London but not why or how it was transformative for me. She knew all my secrets. And I
couldn't keep hiding this from her. What I truly wanted was for her to take me to the doctor to
get tested, hold my hand during the cheek swab, then take me home and cook me noodle soup
while I watched movies in her rocking chair.
“Yes, it is nerve wracking but it's what we must do to be safe. Do you want ice cream?” I
imagined her saying.
My mother wasn't that type of woman. She begged me not to have sex before marriage,
and I played the role of her perfect Christian daughter. Her love and approval were all I needed
to feel fulfilled and loved. I didn't even need God's love, just hers, so I called her.
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I called my mother one afternoon and told her I’d had sex and was going to get tested.
“What? When?” She asked.
“In London.”
“With who?”
“A guy. Well, there were two guys." Actually, there were six. “I don't think I have
something I just want to be responsible.”
“Oh, Lindsey,” I heard it in her voice, her dreams for me shattered.
“Are you mad at me?”
“Well, I am disappointed.” She sighed. “I wish you had waited.”
I realized what I really wanted out of that conversation was for her to say it's OK and that
she supported me both in the testing and the sex. I think I wanted her to absolve me of my sins.
Maybe my mother was God and she was the religion I followed. It was as though my this was a
confession that I was no longer a member of her church. I could have kept this from her forever.
I went online and booked a testing appointment. She would have never known the office was
cold and sterile. That the nurse handed me a cup to pee, that I placed it in the window and then it
disappeared. That I waited on cold plastic, while the doctors asked how many partners I've had,
that I said four, two less than the truth. That they handed me pamphlets and condoms, drew
blood, gave me a shot to fight HPV. That they swabbed the inside of my cheek and I waited 20
minutes. That I held my head between my legs, wishing for her hand. That I breathed deep and
long. That I heard “Your test came back negative.” That I left with bandages, fliers, and free
condoms.
When I got in my car, I called my mother to tell her I didn't have HIV but that I was still
waiting for the other stuff.
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“Good,” she said. “I hope the others come back negative too.”
I waited for her to say something else, something that indicated she loved me, even
though to her I was not perfect. We said goodbye and then we never talked about my sexual
health or how you could be a good person and a slut.
*
I was a good person and a slut, I think, definitely a slut, but a good person, I wasn't sure.
Ryan wasn't talking to me anymore, as if I'd pulled him out of the UK and forced him up on my
body. I'd taken STD tests personally. Was it a measure of my goodness? And if I had an
infection, would it give me an excuse to talk to Ryan and continue to tear apart his relationship?
The Tourist Clinic offered services like flavors of ice cream. On a board was listed all
their services: quit smoking, quit alcohol, Botox, minor operation, blood test, lose weight, stitch,
wound, diarrhea, vaccines, AIDS, care, pregnancy care, VD-STD. I came in after dark so no one
would recognize me.
Afterwards, They told me the results would show up online. A week or two later, the
results from The Tourist Clinic appeared on my computer screen, negative, all negative. I was
relieved. Cleansed of all my sins was what I thought. Yet now there was nothing to tell Ryan. No
consequences for what we did. We weren't marked by anything, no souvenirs brought home.
Nothing for me to hold onto. I was wiped clean. I wasn't bogged down by the past. I could start
over. The negatives, morphed into a permission slip. It said, you wanted this freedom. Here it is.
Go. Go.
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THE OTHER SIDE OF VIRGINITY
“Please just a little bit,” was what Michael said to me every morning, asking, coercing for
a blowjob. He’d pretend to be in agony, laughing almost. “PLEASE, just a little bit,” My day
could not start until Michael had come in my mouth. I wasn’t allowed to leave his bed until he’d
gotten what he wanted.
“When I’m done, can we go to Olive Garden?” I asked this time, but next time I would
ask for Red Lobster, a motorcycle ride in the sunset, maybe even for my hand held.
It was one forced sexual act in exchange for a date, which usually involved a public
display of affection, Michael telling me a word of affirmation, quality time. He was a pseudo
boyfriend, because he wasn’t my boyfriend. He made sure to remind me that he wasn’t. He said,
often while drunk on nights out that he, “didn’t like me like that,” but he did like holding me
hostage in his bed. He did like having my body at the end of the night. He did not like labels, a
committed relationship, and me like that.
*
It was my senior year of college, a few months after my sexual awakening in London,
and I was a reckless mess that thirsted for attention, which was at times thrilling and at times
dangerous. I floated around until someone wanted me. I lived with four other girls and shared a
bunk bed with my best friend, Alexa. We drank two-for-one Long Island Iced Teas and flirted
with other senior college boys at loud bars. We did this on Thursdays and Fridays. We also did
this on Saturdays, Mondays, Tuesdays, and Wednesdays. When I was lucky, I’d take boys back
to our apartment and fuck them either in the bathroom, on the fake leather couch, or in a small
office space we called “the smush nook.” I wanted to be a free sexual woman, but I also wanted
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to be smart about it. I watched my number creep higher and higher and it brought me anxiety to
see myself entering double digits.
My schooling taught me all the shame that went along with sex. It wasn’t just that I’d
broken my contract with God for one person, it was that I’d broken my contract with God for
several people, and that guilt built up, layers upon layers of it in my stomach. I’d decided it was
best for me and for God to have consistent Smushers. The most smushing I could get from one
person, the less of a slutty mess I felt. It became ever more important when experiencing
consistent Smushers to feel or try to feel absolutely nothing.
Michael lived next door and we started going out to bars with him and his roommates. It
wasn’t long before I’d slept with him. Because Michael was a Dude-bro. A Dude-bro with
perfect white sneakers, flat-brimmed hats, and competitive dance skills. His favorite alcohol of
choice was Fireball, and he drank it so often, the smell on his breath infiltrated my nose even if it
had been days since he drank it. He ran on the tread mill in our building, ate the spiciest of
wings, and flunked out of business school to be an accountant and was now studying political
science but never went to his classes.
“Do you want to see my room?” he asked me the first night.
Do you want to see my room? Was code for do you want to hook up? I followed him up
the stairs to his dark bedroom. He had a poster of Bruce Lee on the wall along with a pair of
boxing gloves and a set of nun chucks. A flag of the U.S. Marine Corps hung in his skylight
window. He showed me his black belt and I draped it over my body—a piece of wood, a
cinderblock he must slice in half.
The next week was all the same routine: go out and drink all night, come back home and
hook up with Michael, wake up hungover, eat trash food, play Mario Kart, get drunk again. I
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couldn’t remember what my bed sheets felt like because I hadn’t slept in my bed for so long.
Michael and I had built a fiery connection. We understood bodies more than we understood each
other. Michael’s face seemed clearer. Michael even made me laugh sometimes. I wondered if
maybe he wasn’t a real dumb dumb after all. He shared with me his dream and ambitions about
the military, breakdancing, and working out. To hear that he had any thought at all was a
surprising twist.
*
In December of my senior year, a month before sleeping with Michael, I started
developing serious anxiety. I didn’t know if this nervousness came from the inevitable doom of
nearing true adulthood, the early brown to black evenings from the change in seasons, or the five
out of seven nights I spent drinking long islands. Perhaps it was a combination of those three
things. I was looking for grounding escapes or airy distractions.
The only thing that seemed to calm me, seemed to make me think I wasn’t losing my
mind, was nights in the dark in Michael’s bed. This arrangement of frequent smushing came to a
halt four days later when Michael’s roommate Erich asked us: so, what? Are you guys, like a
thing now?
Michael: No.
Me: Maybe.
There it was. Him getting what he wanted from me with his own intentions. Me getting
what I wanted living in a separate fantasy with different intentions. That bubble, where he could
be an army brat with secret intelligence and I could be an artist. The story of an unlikely pair, but
it made it all the more exciting. That bubble exploded.
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That night out, we went to The Library. I explained hidden feelings over a glass of gin
and ice, maybe they were developing. Maybe they were real. Michel explained over a glass of
whiskey that he did not like me like that, but he liked having fun with me.
I chose to be devasted. Thursday, we went out with new people who distracted Michael
from our love. Friday and Saturday, I cried into a slice of pizza at the end of the night. Sunday,
he went even further to say he didn’t like me that way during a sobering laundry day, but that
night we got drunk, he got in a street fight, and then I let him sleep with me.
*
I spent all my energy tricking him into loving me. I hung onto subtext conversations. I
watched what he did rather than listened to what he said. When I tried to stop, he came back. The
anxiety was gone, and instead all I thought about was Michael and how he didn’t love me. It felt
better to feel real rational pain and fear than pain and fear for no reason with no cause.
Sometimes Michael did love me, like when we all went out and there wasn’t a woman at
the bar who wanted to go home with him, or when it was February, and I was only five doors
away. But not when our other neighbor Ali went out with us because he’d never seen her before,
and she had thick lips and big eyes. And not when Lucy was there or Rochelle, or Gem. We
stopped seeing each other and then we started seeing each other. We skipped classes to spend the
afternoon together. I slept later than I wanted to. I almost always missed my 9 am classes just to
wake up together. I drank beers with him on Thursdays instead of going to literary magazine
class meetings. I’d hang around him all night so he wouldn’t go home with someone else. If he
went out to party, I’d go out to party so that he wouldn’t have fun without me. If I was around
him he would act like my boyfriend, if I wasn’t, he’d hook up with someone else.
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Michael, though a consistent Smusher, was not a trustworthy sexual partner. He gave me
disgusted looks when looking at my body. He flinched at the sight of period blood. He came
inside me so many times that he said my insides were started to smell, rotting of him. He could
provide me pleasure with his hands but never his mouth. It was all about getting a blow job for
him and even with my experience, he was harsh and critical about what my mouth would do.
He’d lie there and I’d do all the work. When I asked for more effort, he told me he wasn’t that
attracted to me because I didn’t have a runner’s body, I didn’t have a flat stomach.
Then there were days Michael took me to Olive Garden and talked to me about my dad
and where I grew up, and see me. To get his attention, I told him once that I was thinking of
moving away, hinting that I’d move to South Korea to teach English after college. He told me
how much he would miss me and how he didn’t want me to go. These small confessions of
interest or actions of desire were enough for me to stick with Michael.
I did everything for Michael, and rarely did I do anything for myself. I’d wear crop tops
and leather skirts. I changed my hair every other month. It went from a dark purple to a brown to
an orange blonde in a matter of six months. The runner’s body flat stomach flashed in my mind
every time I looked in the mirror at the burritos, alcohol, and late-night pizza beneath my skin. I
wouldn’t eat at all until the night, when the calories were poured. If I wasn’t dressing and flirting
and starving for Michael, I was dressing, flirting, and starving for someone else to notice me in
front of Michael.
*
During one of our break-ups, I went back to a hive-like apartment complex with Ryan
and Tommy, both blonde boys to make Michael jealous. Ryan’s apartment was dim, no one was
home but us. I sat next to Tommy and across from Ryan. They fed me shots of Jamison and
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made me play strip poker. I said yes, but I didn’t comprehend the game. I kept having to take my
clothes off. I was down to my underwear. My brain was soft and smudgy. I had a slow smile on
my face, my eyes half closed. Ryan asked me to make out with Tommy.
The next moments are very blurry. There’s a hallway that is bright. There is a new
apartment. Tommy’s apartment. In Tommy’s apartment. In Tommy’s bed. No clothes. Mattress
on the floor. Twinkle lights on the walls. I say “condom,” there is a word like “condom” forming
at my lips. I feel the word “condom” stuck in my throat. “I don’t have any,” he says. I say
“please.” He says, “I don’t have any.” He continues. I feel him there. He is there. His body on
my body, unprotected. I say, “no.” There is a “no” at my lips and in my throat because I want
“condom.” But I lie there. And it all happens, but I cannot grasp at the moment when it happens.
I grip onto reality: the floor mattress, the string lights, but they all slip away. I grip onto Tommy
but he is even more slippery than the mattress and the string lights. He has his socks on and that
is most of what I know is wrapped.
Finished, he says, “you should go.” But go where? I don’t know where or who? I say,
“no,” my eyes closed. “You have to go,” he says. I put clothes on my body. He helps put clothes
on my body. “Why?” I mumble. My phone is bright, shines light deep into my eyes, behind my
eyes. “I have a girlfriend,” he says, shoving me out his room, out his door. There is a hallway.
There is a hallway. It is a maze. There are tears. There is an elevator. There is my phone.
Bright light, deep into my eyes, phone. Three percent battery phone. In tank top, no jacket, no
home. Phone. I call one person, not Michael. I wait in the cold for the person to show up. Dead
phone. We drive we drive. We drive. Lights float past us. I cry in the passenger seat. A friend
listens. Not Michael. I sleep in my bed. First sleep on my sheets. Home sheets. Comfort sheets.
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My sheets. I dream of clear lines. Defining nos. Things that either happen or don’t happen and
nothing in between.
*
In London, I’d awakened something, a sexual being I guess.
I came back to America telling everyone my crazy wild sex stories as if they were standup comedy. My friends watched my set in their living rooms with glossy wide eyes. I did not
stop for questions or breaths. I linked one story to the next with childlike vigor. I repeated the
process for my roommate, a house of sorority sisters, a room of frat bros, people who wanted to
get coffee and “hear about my time in London.” I shouted what I’d done at them. They’d ask
about my travels and I’d tell them about dick sizes. They’d ask about art and architecture and I’d
say things like:
And then Kait goes, I just want a good hard spanking!
And then he like Gollum crawled naked to the other bunk bed.
And then the bartender threw ice cubes at us and yelled at us, don’t fuck in my bar!
And then he dragged me across the floor by my hair!
I was a legend. Frat boys bowed to me. I was a slut, sorority girls whispered behind my
back. I was hilarious, my friends laughed. I was anything but in pain. I was a new me. I wasn’t
virginal anymore. I wasn’t afraid to let people touch me.
I learned to jump further into this life as a newly sexual woman, but I only knew two
speeds. One speed was taught to me in school: resistance. I was only aware of what a virginal
God-serving life looked like. It resembled Sundays in long dresses. Clean cut men with cross
tattoos. A ring on my finger in the bedroom. Vows for someone else and for God. Sinning at the
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right rime and right place with someone who loved me. Someone who loved me. They had to
love me.
The other speed was complete indulgence with no brakes. I’d seen this speed as a child
from the men in my family. The speed said, don’t look back, don’t hesitate, go. No one taught
me what the other side of virginity could look like. Who to touch. When to touch. How many to
touch. What love could look like outside of a Godly relationship. That I could make my own
rules. That hurt isn’t just a pregnancy, or an STD, but can be more insidious like an abuse of
trust, a lack of consent, a troubled communication, sexual manipulation, being assaulted in subtle
ways, being mocked. The other side of virginity was murky at best. I had no righteous map that
led me to an altar in a veil. The paths were endless. The only direction I knew to go was deeper
into the murk.
I was also mourning over this thing I’d lost. I laughed at it, told extensive stories about it,
but I was devastated about it. I’d lost this virginity, it slipped through my hands, or I guess I
misplaced it and never found it again. It molded in the basement and I had to throw it away. It
was just a hymen, but a hymen with laws written about it. A hymen people pray for. A hymen I
signed on the dotted line for—promising it would be solid and unripped until God himself could
rip it up with his almighty fists. I was too young to breathe through this transition. Too young to
see past the old Christian parables. Instead, I moved from person to person hoping to feel better,
hoping people wouldn’t notice my suppressed innocence was gone.
*
In Thailand, after Brock Turner’s trial, Trumps victory, and #metoo all over social media,
my roommate from my senior year reached out to me. She told me Michael had assaulted her the
summer before I left for Thailand.
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I was black out. All I remember was he came into the room and put his card on the table
so I could buy Plan B.
She told me this happened a week before she moved away. I also didn’t want you to hate
me. Because that is what I thought as a victim of sexual assault.
We messaged back and forth, me not hating her, me saying, this was not your fault. He is
a disgusting person. There was a question inside of me, while safe from Michael miles away in
my Thailand bed. The question asked, would I have believed her at the time? I liked to think I
would have, but me at that time, I wasn’t sure. The end of that summer Michael said I was his.
He moved me into my new apartment. We bathed together. I sat in the sun while he smoked
cigarettes. The end of that summer. I felt I had won him, but he got closer to me out of guilt.
*
After eight months, I decided to stop seeing Michael. We no longer lived right next to
each other. I got an apartment in Marcy Holmes and he got an apartment in Como. He moved my
bed into my new place. He slept on it once and then he never slept on it again. I once stayed up
until two or three in the morning waiting for him to come over. Maybe it was the change of
scenery. The bedroom all to myself. The lack of party boys down the hall. College being
officially over. His presence so far away. I told him not to come and that I didn’t want to see him
anymore. I’d only half meant it.
What I really wanted was to pull him back by being closed off. For him to say, “no, wait
I’m almost there.” I wanted him to apologize and then finally say I was the one for him.
Instead he said, “okay I understand.”
I couldn’t sit with the pain and anxiety I felt. Pain that came from Michael, yes, but pain
that existed before Michael. Pain that smelled like lavender and Eucalyptus. A base layer pain
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since London. Michael was a being I could project the pain onto, and now there was only me,
and long days alone.
I threatened to leave. I researched teaching programs in far-away places. South Korea,
Vietnam, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Prague, Thailand. Thailand. I imagined warm beaches, cities
thick with traffic, mountains in front of sunsets. Thailand. It was always hot there, and I’d always
been cold, even colder now. Thailand, where Buddhism was a religion or way of life I never
understood. God was far away in Thailand or at least it took a different form. I needed to
continue to separate from who I was and I needed to do that far away. I needed to grow up the
way I wanted where no one could watch me.
During that early fall, after graduating college, I didn’t have much to lose. My life was a
purposeless recovery. I’d wake up for nothing, eat Chinese take-out for nothing, watch Jane the
Virgin with my roommate’s cat, sleep until eleven in the morning. I wanted everything to be not
as it was. Like for Michael to be a better person. For me to have better boundaries, but we were
not like this. If I truly left, maybe Michael would change?
Because I had nothing and hoped Michael would come to my doorstep in the rain saying
sorry, I registered for a TESOL course in Phenom Penh, Cambodia. I booked three flights. The
threat of leaving lingered. I told as many people as I could, especially Michael’s friends. People
met with me to say goodbye on coffee dates, last nights out. My last attempt to get Michael to
love me failed, and now I was actually moving to a foreign country where I didn’t speak the
language, didn’t know anyone, didn’t have a job, a house, a motorbike.
*
I drove to work two weeks before my flight out of this country in a snowstorm. My hands
on the steering wheel gripped it, holding onto anything I had left in Minnesota. Within twenty
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minutes I flew into the ditch, snow covering my car on all sides. My heart slowed for the
strenuous fish-tailing on highway 35. I waited thirty minutes for a tow truck to pull me out. The
choice was to go home or to drive another hour away to work. I chose work.
My car inched along the highway, slowly getting closer to the destination. When I’d
finally made it to the town where I’d work one of my last shifts, I put on my blinker for a left
turn. The snow was still coming down, most spaces looked white. As I turned left, a white car
came right at me, and smashed into the front right side of my car. I sat in the police car for a halfhour crying. Then the officer drove me to work, where I scanned DVD boxes at a video store,
and waited for people to come rent their new releases and pornography. Tuesdays meant new
material. My mother called me to tell me my car was totaled. The entire front half was destroyed.
The wheels were bent. The steering was impossible. I’d been in a physical and nonphysical
crash. I had nothing left to keep me here. My car morphed into dead metal, but the back wheels
and the interior still existed in perfect condition.
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LONELY SUN
My contract wasn’t going to be renewed and I didn’t want to renew it anyway. If I
wanted to stay, I wasn’t allowed to stay. Kajonkiet was tired of my shit, and for good reason. My
skirts were so short, and I was never in the classroom. I was a bad influence on my Thai students
an American floozy. I was leaving Phuket because my sister was getting married in September
and I was tired of sweating all the time. Mostly, I was lonelier than I ever was before.
Phuket had a way of isolating me. An island surrounded by the Andaman Sea. The only
thing to do was to go to the beach and when monsoon season hit, I was isolated without family
and maintaining friendships with people I knew for less than a year. I used to walk entire
beaches, then when I had nothing to do. I couldn't remain still. The sun pounded on my skin. The
hot sand an oven beneath my sarong. I walked instead, being the only person I knew, and the
only person I liked. I parked my motorbike at Bang Tao Beach, wedged between walls, one
belonging to a beachfront Best Western and one belonging to Bang Tao Glasshouse. My wheels
crunched into the sandy cement. I started walking at that very southern end of the beach, hearing
the crashing of small rhythmic waves. In the distance rocked two or three colorful long tail boats.
Beyond that was more sea. In the offseason when it wasn't heavily occupied by graying men in
Speedos, the beach was mostly deserted with infrequent families grouped together. My feet
treaded sand as the sun set to the west of me. I walked north my sweaty legs rubbing together. I
didn't have water with me, and I didn't care.
Bang Tao stretched from north to south, 6 kilometers one way. I could never walk the
entire stretch, but I could make it halfway and back to my motorbike. Most days I walked alone.
I watched the sun set beside me. The sun was massive, powerful and singular. I thought to
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myself that I was lonely and then I thought to myself, you're only as lonely as the sun. The sun
being a powerful vital essence and it didn't need anyone.
Not only was I using Thailand as a space to grow, it was also a space to release everyone
else's life. Philosophy's they'd injected into me. My dad believed that everyone must work hard
all the time, that it was the man's job to take care of his family and to do so no matter what, even
if the family didn't ask for it. My mother quoted God as her philosophes. Love your neighbor.
The Lord is always with you. Without God you can do nothing. My words, though sometimes
copied and pasted from self-help books, were what I believed. At twenty-two it was essential not
to forget what I believed. On Bang Tao Beach with the lone sun beating on my left side, the
same way I thought I'm gonna get a wave on my arm, I thought I’m gonna get a sun tattooed on
my back
*
Aaman had tatted several teachers in Phuket, including my old roommate Haley. All of
his designs were original and drawn by himself. I emailed him to tell him I wanted a sun on my
back. It was mid-February and I only had one month left. The tattoo was supposed to be
everything I had wanted since moving there, but it was also supposed to represent my times on
the island.
The design Aaman came up with was a sun, certainly, but in abstract form. It was small
and in the center of the design, dotted lines expanded and illuminated from the center circle. The
sun's dotted rays connected by one solid line formed a shell. Beneath his sun was a curling wave.
The tip of the wave touching the circular sun. How did Aaman you know about my wave
obsession? My original life philosophy? I only asked for the sun by itself, but he built waves
around it. By simply knowing, he combined the two things I believed about fear and about
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loneliness. I believed I was only as lonely as this sun, but Aamon sketched in the world around
the sun. It was not alone. I was not alone. I breathed in the world and exhaled back at it. The sun,
the waves, the earth all worked together lived in existence as a unit not as individuals. I was
alone. And I was framed by everything else.
Aamon had me come in for the tattoo on 15th of March, just days before I'd be leaving
the island for good. My house was clean. My suitcase was packed. My flights were lined up. I'd
never had a tattoo sober, and I'd never set everything up myself with my own choices. Andy had
told me to get my first tattoo. And when I was concerned, he coerced me because everyone else
was doing it. Haley had told me to get my second tattoo because she was bored and wanted
something for us to do. When I showed concern, she told me to grow up and get it. Aaman made
something for me. I loved it. It felt right to get something so beautiful on my skin. He asked me
what I wanted. He let me make decisions, have the power over the marks on my body.
The first tattoo I got I was drunk on Chang and passion fruit buckets. The second tattoo
was so painful I had to be on Klonopin. The 3rd tattoo I would be sober. I would feel every rub
every poke, every stroke on my back I would sit with it and feel the pressure. When I got to
Aamon’s shop, he let me choose whatever music I wanted. I consented to every question and
suggestion Aaman had.
I was very afraid of the pain, and right before I sat in the black leather chair, I went to
Aamon's bathroom and slipped a Valium. As much as I wanted to get tatted sober and as much as
I'd built it in my mind, I really needed that extra numbing pill to keep the pain light and not too
intense. I wasn't disappointed in myself. I wanted to avoid the actual pain.
I sat face first in the black leather chair. My eyes stared at the tile floor. Aamon started
with the dots and the outline of the design at this point I was sober alert, but slipping into a fog.
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By the time Aamon finished the outline, I was numb and foggy, yet still alert. My muscles in my
arms and legs that were tight and taking on the pain relaxed into the fog. Then came the shading,
which no matter how many pills I could take, I would feel the needle dig and dig breaking
through my layers of insecurities, breaking through my layers of wanting, breaking through my
layers of needing to be loved, and not feeling like I deserved love. When Aamon was done
digging into my skin, the fog had lifted and I wasn't escaping anything.
I got into a cab I ordered for myself with one massive packed suitcase I'd dusted off, that
lived at the bottom of my closet for a year. I watched Phuket disappear behind me. First my
home, then my streets, then the school. The car moved to north—a direction of correction and
permanence. I knew where I was going now. That one place was a 24-hour plane ride away over
countries and ocean, and several states. It resided in the middle of a country I hated and loved. I
was bringing home a symbol. My sore back was decorated in thick and thin brown lines. Phuket
lived on me now. Loneliness printed onto my skin, weaved into it with a neutral ink. One small
dot of loneliness expanded towards my shoulders, neck, and lower back. A symbol of loneliness
washed out by a wave.
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